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ABSTRACT

EXPLORING THE TRANSITION EXPERIENCES OF FIRST-GENERATION
ADULT LEARNERS TO UNDERGRADUATE EDUCATION:
A QUALITATIVE CASE STUDY

Russell D. Wartalski, Ed.D.
Department of Counseling, Adult, and Higher Education
Northern Illinois University, 2017
Jorge Jeria, Director

Adult learners and first-generation learners, as separate groups, have been matriculating
in increasing numbers at colleges and universities over the last few decades. Research indicates
that enrollment trends for these two groups are likely to continue to increase in the near future,
with a growing number of students being dually classified as first-generation and adult. Separate
literature bases exist that capture the learning styles and collegiate experiences of first-generation
learners and adult learners, yet limited research exists that addresses the transition experiences of
first-generation adult learners.
This qualitative case study focused on exploring and describing the transition experiences
of 10 first-generation adult learners to undergraduate education at one public, research-focused
university in the midwestern region of the U.S. As such, four themes were addressed in this
study, including (1) the major life events and disruptions that participants experienced that
became the catalyst for change in their lives, (2) the ways in which participants navigated
transition through undergraduate education, (3) the identification and use of institutional support

sources among participants, and (4) the identification and use of external support sources among
participants. Subthemes subsequently emerged within most of the major themes. Accordingly,
this study begins to address the gap in scholarly research in understanding the experiences of
dually classified learners in formal, post-secondary education. Findings from this study have
implications for future research and practice.

NORTHERN ILLINOIS UNIVERSITY
DE KALB, ILLINOIS

AUGUST 2017

EXPLORING THE TRANSITION EXPERIENCES OF FIRST-GENERATION
ADULT LEARNERS TO UNDERGRADUATE EDUCATION:
A QUALITATIVE CASE STUDY

BY
RUSSELL D. WARTALSKI
©2017 Russell D. Wartalski

A DISSERTATION SUBMITTED TO THE GRADUATE SCHOOL
IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS
FOR THE DEGREE
DOCTOR OF EDUCATION

DEPARTMENT OF COUNSELING, ADULT, AND HIGHER EDUCATION

Dissertation Director:
Jorge Jeria

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

My doctoral journey can be regarded as a long and winding road that sometimes seemed
as if it would never end. Yet, I was fortunate to have a strong network of individuals who,
throughout the duration of my doctoral studies, encouraged me to move forward with my
academic and professional goals. As such, I would like to thank a number of individuals who
have contributed to my learning and development as both a researcher and practitioner.
First, I would like to thank the members of my dissertation committee, Drs. Jorge Jeria,
LaVerne Gyant, and Elliott Lessen. Their assistance and support has been nothing short of
exceptional. Ultimately, I could not have asked for a better dissertation committee–they all
provided me with expert guidance and encouraged me consistently to the finish line.
First, special thanks are due to Dr. Jeria, my dissertation advisor, who provided me with
constructive feedback on research that I found important and relevant. I am grateful to Dr. Jeria
for sharing his time and wisdom with me, especially in relation to adult learners in formal
learning contexts. The many discussions we have had throughout the last few years have not
only allowed me to reach this point but also prepared me to begin working on my faculty
research agenda. I am appreciative that I was able to cross paths with him. Thank you, Dr. Jeria.
Acknowledgement is also due to Dr. Gyant. I am thankful for Dr. Gyant’s feedback and
guidance throughout all phases of the research process, especially the dissertation proposal stage.
She helped me see the research process from a more holistic perspective than I did when I first

iii
began my doctoral studies at Northern Illinois University several years ago. Thank you, Dr.
Gyant.
Additionally, I would like to express sincere gratitude to Dr. Lessen for his willingness to
serve on my dissertation committee. Dr. Lessen provided me with thoughtful insight on adult
learners, asked important questions that shaped my research positively and provided editing
assistance that was truly second to none. I have become a better writer and researcher because of
Dr. Lessen’s recommendations and feedback. Thank you, Dr. Lessen.
Next, I would like to thank the 10 research participants who took time out of their busy
lives to help me with my dissertation research. Each participant encountered significant
challenges along the way in their own academic journey, which, ultimately, led them to make the
decision to pursue formal, post-secondary education later in life. The stories gathered from
research participants helped me to see what still needs to be done to assist this population in
being successful in formal learning contexts.
In addition to my dissertation committee, I would like to extend my sincere appreciation
to Dr. Maureen Gillette. Dr. Gillette provided me with opportunities to engage in a number of
projects that enriched my understanding of transformative leadership in post-secondary settings
and relevant teaching practices in formal learning contexts. Her guidance has been invaluable,
and I am a better professor and researcher for having crossed paths with her. Thank you, Dr.
Gillette.
I would be remiss if I did not acknowledge current and former colleagues at Northeastern
Illinois University who have been, in some way, supportive of my academic and professional
goals over the last few years. Although certainly not an exhaustive list, I extend my sincere

iv
thanks and appreciation to Drs. Howard Bultinck, Terry Stirling, Lynn Bush, Effie Kritikos,
Sandra Beyda-Lorie, Alberto Lopez, Laura Tejada, Katrina Bell-Jordan, and Nanette Potee.
Although some of these individuals have retired or moved on to other institutions, I look forward
to working with many of them in the near future.
Many of my friends and family also provided support and encouragement along the way.
I am grateful for the support of people such as Dan and Brenda Wartalski, Sherry and Bruce
Dewald, Robyn Kuhlmey, Jennifer Flam, Sarah Widegren, Bianca Deznan, Christina Matuschka,
Elizabeth Villarreal, Maciej Radzik, Ric Segovia, Elizabeth Cochran-Hobson, Lisa MatichCurless, Sharon Termini-Erickson, and Jessica Rehling. These individuals provided me with
thoughtful and practical advice whenever I needed it and, more importantly, helped me find
levity when the road became bumpy.
Finally, I want to acknowledge Jovan Marconi, who has been one of my greatest
supporters since I first began my doctoral studies. Over the years, Jovan’s commitment to my
academic pursuits and me has never wavered, even when challenging moments surfaced
unexpectedly. Although some years have been filled with a number of unanticipated surprises, I
cannot imagine having traversed this long and winding road without him. He pushes me to be
my best, and for that, I am truly grateful.

DEDICATION

This dissertation is dedicated to the memory of my grandmother, LaVerne L. Wartalski
(February 2, 1930-June 21, 2016).
She loved me unconditionally, encouraged me to accomplish my goals,
and taught me invaluable life lessons along the way.

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Page
LIST OF TABLES ....................................................................................................................

x

LIST OF FIGURES ..................................................................................................................

xi

LIST OF APPENDICES ...........................................................................................................

xii

Chapter
1. INTRODUCTION .............................................................................................................

1

Problem Statement .............................................................................................................

4

Purpose of the Study ..........................................................................................................

5

Research Questions .............................................................................................................

6

Significance of the Study ...................................................................................................

7

Overview of the Methodology ...........................................................................................

7

Definitions ..........................................................................................................................

8

Conceptual Framework ......................................................................................................

10

Organization of the Study ..................................................................................................

11

2. LITERATURE REVIEW ..................................................................................................

13

Definitions of Adult Learners in Higher Education ...........................................................

13

Characteristics of Adults Learners in Higher Education ....................................................

18

Influences Leading Adults to Matriculate
Into Undergraduate Education ................................................................................

20

Factor 1: Technological Advances...........................................................

20

vii
Chapter

3.

Page
Factor 2: Global Recession ......................................................................

21

Factor 3: Perceptions of Women..............................................................

22

Factor 4: Significant Life Experiences ....................................................

23

Adult Enrollment and Learning Considerations ..................................................

24

First-Generation Learners in Higher Education ...............................................................

26

Definitions of First-Generation Learners .............................................................

27

Characteristics of First-Generation Learners .......................................................

28

Online Learning in Postsecondary Education ..................................................................

30

Issues/Problems in Online Higher Education ......................................................

32

Implications of Issues in Online Higher Education .............................................

36

Retention/Persistence ...............................................................................

36

Conceptual Framework ....................................................................................................

38

Chapter Summary ............................................................................................................

42

RESEARCH DESIGN .....................................................................................................

43

Rationale for Research Design and Methodology ...........................................................

44

Research Design...............................................................................................................

46

Assumptions and Biases ..................................................................................................

47

Site Selection ...................................................................................................................

49

Sample Selection ..............................................................................................................

51

Data Collection ................................................................................................................

53

Data Analysis ...................................................................................................................

55

viii
Chapter

4.

5.

Page

Trustworthiness ................................................................................................................

57

Delimitations and Limitations..........................................................................................

58

Delimitations ........................................................................................................

59

Limitations ...........................................................................................................

60

PARTICIPANTS’ STORIES OF TRANSITION
TO FORMAL EDUCATION ..........................................................................................

61

Charles .............................................................................................................................

63

Alex ..................................................................................................................................

65

Kathy ................................................................................................................................

67

Janet .................................................................................................................................

69

Ann...................................................................................................................................

71

Maria ................................................................................................................................

73

Don...................................................................................................................................

75

Chloe ................................................................................................................................

77

Sheena ..............................................................................................................................

79

Diana ................................................................................................................................

81

RESEARCH FINDINGS .................................................................................................

83

Life Events and Disruptions as the Catalyst for Change .................................................

85

Relationship and Family-Related Events .............................................................

86

Self-Awareness Through Personal Discovery .....................................................

89

Dismal Job Outlook .............................................................................................

92

Navigating Transition into Undergraduate Education .....................................................

94

ix
Chapter

6.

Page
Anxiety and Self-Doubt .......................................................................................

95

Comparisons Between Themselves and
Traditionally Aged Learners ................................................................................

98

Understanding of and Teaching Preferences for Learning Needs .....................

103

Identification and Use of Internal Support Sources .......................................................

107

Individual Academic Program Support .............................................................

108

Navigating University-Wide Information and Resources..................................

113

Identification and Use of External Support Sources ......................................................

118

DISCUSSION ................................................................................................................

127

Overview of Research ....................................................................................................

127

Discussion ......................................................................................................................

130

Life Events and Disruptions as the Catalyst for Change ...................................

130

Navigating Transition Through Undergraduate Education................................

131

Selecting and Using Institutional Support Sources ............................................

132

Selecting and Using External Support Sources .................................................

132

Recommendations ..........................................................................................................

133

Final Thoughts ...............................................................................................................

134

REFERENCES ......................................................................................................................... 136
APPENDICES .......................................................................................................................... 146

LIST OF TABLES

Table
1.

Page
Research Participant Demographics ...............................................................................

62

LIST OF FIGURES

Figure
1.

Page
Depiction of the 4S Model of Transition .......................................................................

40

LIST OF APPENDICES
Appendix

Page

A.

INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD APPROVAL LETTER ...................................

147

B.

RESEARCH PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT LETTER ..........................................

149

C.

INFORMED CONSENT FORM ..................................................................................

152

CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Higher education in the United States has focused its attention traditionally on recruiting,
educating, and socially developing young learners, 18 to 24 years old, in credit-bearing,
undergraduate degree programs. However, in the 1970s, a trend began to unfold at colleges and
universities across the country. Adult learners, 25 years old and older, gradually began to
populate college and university campuses in greater numbers than ever before (Aslanian & Giles,
2009). Adults have been a growing population of learners in undergraduate education, and they
represent the majority of degree-seeking students at some colleges and universities across the
country (Aslanian & Giles, 2009; Donaldson & Townsend, 2007). Adult learners have myriad
reasons for pursuing their academic careers later in life (Choy, 2002), and the majority of this
population relies on public institutions of higher education for their academic needs (Kasworm,
2003).
Statistical data provide a greater understanding of the enrollment trends of adult learners
over the last few decades. In 1970, adult learners accounted for only 28% of the undergraduate
population in the United States, but currently, adult learners comprise 43% of the undergraduate
population (U.S. Department of Education [USDOE], National Center for Education Statistics
[NCES], 2011). The trend of adults enrolling in undergraduate degree programs is projected to
continue in the near future. Adult undergraduate enrollment is projected to increase 20% by

2
2020 (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2011), which is likely to place this population
at the forefront in higher education as the learner majority.
In addition to the increasing number of adult learners entering undergraduate education,
many colleges and universities have also experienced significant growth with another distinct
group, which is comprised of first-generation learners (Atherton, 2014; Institute for Higher
Education Policy, 2012; Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004). Nearly one-half of all
undergraduates are categorized as first-generation learners (USDOE, NCES, 2011), and these
learners can be either traditional-aged or adults. However, the available literature appears to
favor traditional-aged learners (Atherton, 2014; Inkelas, Daver, Vogt, & Leonard, 2007; Ishitani,
2003; London, 1989; Pascarella et al., 2004) and largely ignores learners who are 25 years old
and older.
Over the last few decades, scholars have focused on various aspects that highlight adult
learners in a variety of learning contexts, especially formal, postsecondary education (Bean &
Metzner, 1985; Cross, 1981; Hardin, 2008; Jacoby, 2000, O’Donnell & Tobbell, 2007; Soares,
2013). Within the realm of formal, postsecondary education, adult learners harness their life
experiences in classroom discussions and homework, which informs the ways in which they tend
to “consider themselves primarily workers and not students” (Compton, Cox, & Laanan, 2006, p.
74). Adult learners also tend to seek out formal “education [opportunities] that can fit into their
busy lives” (Compton et al, p. 74). Such challenges force adult learners to negotiate continually
the complexities of personal and professional obligations with changing career aspirations. As a
result, adult learners tend to be more focused and self-directed in structured learning contexts
(Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 2005; Merriam & Bierema, 2014).
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In addition to the growing number of adult learners in postsecondary education, many
researchers have also studied first-generation learners in the same setting (Berkner & Chavez,
1997; Engle, Bermeo, & O’Brien, 2006; Kasworm, 2003; London, 1989; Pascarella et al., 2004).
When adults matriculate in undergraduate degree programs as first-generation learners, their
academic experience typically commences and progresses quite differently than that of their
traditional-aged counterparts (Cross, 1981; Engle et al., 2006; Pascarella et al., 2004; Zwerling,
1992) who are privileged to come from families in which one or both parents/guardians have
attained undergraduate degrees. For example, traditional-aged college students who are from the
second or third generation in their family to pursue a college degree typically receive advice and
guidance from their parents/guardians regarding the navigation of such contexts (Engle et al.,
2006; Pascarella et al., 2004). Moreover, they also tend to score higher on college entrance
exams and other standardized tests that influence admissions decisions (Lee, Sax, Kim, &
Hagedorn, 2004) and typically have a greater abundance of resources available to them to pursue
formal, post-secondary education successfully than do their first-generation counterparts (Choy,
2001; Lee et al., 2004). Research also highlights that many first-generation learners are “likely
to be a racial minority” (Atherton, 2014, p. 824). Thus, traditional-aged learners who come from
households in which one or both parents/guardians have college degrees are better poised to
pursue and complete their undergraduate degree than are those who do not.
Looking at these two distinct groups, available research-based information indicates that
enrollment trends for adult learners and first-generation learners have increased significantly in
United States postsecondary education and are likely to continue to increase in the future
(USDOE, NCES, 2011). Although there is a significant amount of literature that discusses,
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separately, the characteristics and challenges adult learners and first-generation learners face in
matriculating in higher education contexts, scholarly literature does not document well the
transition experiences of first-generation adult learners to formal, undergraduate learning
contexts. As such, this qualitative study focuses on exploring and describing the transition
experiences of first-generation adult learners to undergraduate education in order to find ways in
which to address the challenges and needs of this student demographic appropriately. This
chapter is comprised of several sections, including the problem statement, the purpose of the
study, research questions, significance of the study, overview of the methodology, definition of
terms, and organization of the study.

Problem Statement
Adult learners have a variety of reasons for pursuing formal, higher education later in
life, which range from major life changes (Brown, 2002; Kasworm, 2008) to changes in industry
and the workplace (Dobbs, 2004; U.S. Department of Labor, 2007). For many, pursuing new
learning opportunities is a self-initiating process (Knowles et al., 2005). Typically, adult learners
encounter some sort of instance or situation that sparks their interest in going to school to better
themselves (Hardin, 2008; Institute for Higher Education Policy, 2012; Knowles et al., 2005).
Moreover, Cushman (2007) notes that first-generation learners experience difficulty, especially
isolation and frustration, during their transition to undergraduate education. First-generation
student research also indicates that such learners pursue higher education as a pathway by which
not only to advance academically but to improve socially and financially as well (Cushman,
2007; London, 1992).
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The scholarly literature bases for both adult learners and first-generation learners have
expanded significantly over the last few decades, yet researchers and practitioners in formal,
postsecondary education contexts have limited empirical information to rely upon in which to
understand the ways in which dually classified first-generation adult learners transition to
undergraduate education. Exploring this topic in further detail is important in the field of adult
and higher education because of the increasing number of dually classified learners matriculating
into undergraduate programs. Specifically, it is necessary for college and university faculty and
administrators to have a deeper understanding of the transition experiences because they are
positioned to become the learner majority in the near future (USDOE, NCES, 2011).
Understanding the challenges and support structures of this learner demographic is of particular
interest to researchers and practitioners. As a result, this qualitative study attempts to close the
gap in the adult and higher education literature bases by exploring the transition experiences of
first-generation adult learners to undergraduate education.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative case study is to explore the transition experiences of firstgeneration adult learners to undergraduate education. Specifically, the study explored this
learner population’s reasons for pursuing undergraduate education and experiences transitioning
to formal, undergraduate classroom learning settings with faculty and students, and the various
types of supports---internal and external---that they seek out to ensure their academic
achievement. The study was comprised of first-generation adult learners who were in the
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process of pursuing an undergraduate degree program at a four-year university in a midwestern
state.
Findings garnered from this study may help researchers and practitioners to understand
transitions experiences of first-generation adult learners at other four-year institutions of higher
education and possibly two-year institutions of higher education. Moreover, researchers and
practitioners who work consistently with first-generation adult learners may benefit by
expanding their understanding of first-generation adult learners’ instructional preferences, the
personal and professional challenges they face in transitioning to undergraduate education, and
the ways in which this student demographic views support (or lack thereof) concerning its shift
into formal, post-secondary environments.

Research Questions
The potential impact of this study was a focal point for engaging in the research,
especially for administrators and other professionals who work with first-generation adult
learners on a regular basis. Thus, the research questions that guided this study are
1.

How do first-generation adult learners describe their transition experiences into an
undergraduate degree program?

2.

What institutional supports do first-generation adult learners seek out during their
transition to undergraduate education?

3.

What external supports do first-generation adult learners seek out during their
transition to undergraduate education?
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Significance of the Study
This qualitative case study explores the ways in which first-generation adult learners
transitioned to undergraduate education and is significant for several reasons. First,
understanding the transition experiences of this student demographic may assist faculty and
administrators charged with working with this learner group to address their needs and
challenges in a more focused approach. Because this is a growing learner population,
understanding how this group experiences transition into the classroom and utilizes campus
support services can help institutions refine their programs and services for this student
demographic.
At the same time, and of equal importance, this research also begins to establish a
literature base on those postsecondary learners who are identified as first-generation and adult.
Significant literature has been published on adult learners in higher education settings (Bean &
Metzner, 1985; Brown, 2002; Cross, 1981; Jacoby, 2000; Soares, 2013), and copious literature
has been published on first-generation learners in higher education settings (Inkelas et al., 2007;
Ishitani, 2003; London, 1989; Pascarella et al., 2004). However, scant literature focuses
specifically on first-generation adult learners. Few studies have focused on undergraduate
learners who are dually classified as first-generation and adult (Zwerling, 1992). Therefore, this
study contributes new information on a student demographic that has been vastly underresearched.

Overview of Methodology
This study utilized a qualitative research design. Specifically, descriptive case study was
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used (Merriam, 2009). Ten research participants who matriculated in an undergraduate degree
program at one four-year, research-focused university participated in this study. The university
is located in a rural area in a midwestern state. The research participants were primarily female,
yet some male participants engaged in the study as well. All the research participants received
written description of the study’s purpose and were provided with a verbal, in-person description
of the nature of the study on the day of the scheduled interview.
Interview data were the primary form of data collected for this study. Individual
interviews, using semi-structured interview questions, were electronically recorded and
transcribed for data analysis (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2014). Research participants were
also asked to provide an artifact as a secondary source of data (Merriam, 2009), which was
meant to provide additional breadth and understanding to this qualitative investigation. Finally,
the researcher spent time in the university’s archives department reviewing available institutional
documents. The purpose of this was to glean insight concerning how the institution has
addressed first-generation adult learners over the last three decades (Marshall & Rossman, 2011).
All data garnered for this study were combined together with field notes that the researcher took
during each research participant interview. This helped the researcher to structure the dataanalysis process specific to the transition experiences of each research participant.

Definitions
The terms and associated definitions below were used throughout this research study,
which include
Adult learner: A learner identified as “25 years or older” and who “graduates within
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150% of time or six years” (Commission for a Nation of Lifelong Learners, 1997, p. 4).
Bachelor degree program: “An award that normally requires at least four but not more
than five years of full-time equivalent college-level work” (USDOE, 2008, p. 1). For the
purposes of this study, this definition is used interchangeably with undergraduate degree
program.
First-generation learner: “[An] individual whose parents both did not complete a
baccalaureate degree or, in the case of any individual who regularly resided and received support
from only one parent, an individual whose only parent did not complete a baccalaureate degree”
(Higher Education Act of 1965, Section 402 A.20 U.S.C. 1070a-11, f).
Formal learning: Learning that takes place in settings “sponsored by educational
institutions” (Merriam & Bierema, 2014, p. 16). Goals and objectives are determined by the
instructor/program. Individuals who engage in formal learning in college and university settings
do so in traditional face-to-face classrooms and virtual formats.
Transition theory: A concept that describes adult transition as an “event or non-event that
results in changed relationships, routines, assumptions, and roles” (Anderson, Goodman, &
Schlossberg, 2012, p. 39).
Undergraduate degree program: Interchangeably used with bachelor degree program,
which is defined as “An award that normally requires at least four but not more than five years of
full-time equivalent college-level work” (USDOE, 2008, p. 1).
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Conceptual Framework
The study was guided by the tenets of Schlossberg’s (1984) transition theory. However,
over the last two decades, the theory has evolved and has been refined with input from other
scholars from the fields of counseling, psychology, and higher education (Chickering &
Schlossberg, 1995; Schlossberg, Waters, & Goodman, 1995). The most current iteration of the
model that was used for this study was created several years ago (Anderson et al., 2012).
Transition theory describes the ways in which an adult experiences and responds to
transitions during his or her lifetime. Transitions are “events or non-events” (Anderson et al.,
2012, p. 39) that result in some type of change. The result can be realized in changed
relationships with others, in altered assumptions about ideas, and even in taking on new or
altered roles (Anderson et al., 2012). The theory employs the 4S System, which is used to
explore an individual’s (1) situation, (2) self, (3) support and (4) strategies related to the
transition (Anderson et al., 2012). Exploring the transition experiences of first-generation adult
learners to undergraduate education assisted the researcher with identifying challenges related to
research participants’ coping mechanisms and strategies.
The transition process is realized in several stages, including “moving in,” “moving
through,” and “moving out” (Anderson et al., 2012, p. 56). The moving-in phase occurs when an
individual finds him- or herself in a new situation. This is the point when individuals, as
Anderson et al. (2012) state, “need to become familiar with the rules, regulations, norms, and
expectations of the new system” (p. 57). During transition to undergraduate education, one
research participant found himself moving in to a new academic environment as an adult learner.
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A first-generation adult learner in this stage learns about “what is expected of them” (Anderson
et al., 2012, p. 57).
The moving-through stage occurs when an individual experiences confusion and
emptiness and becomes familiar with their new role(s) (Anderson et al., 2012). The firstgeneration adult learner may find frustration in becoming acquainted with institutional policies
and procedure, as well as interacting with other staff, faculty, and students when on-campus.
This is also a time when the first-generation learner looks for support to move through newfound
changes encountered as a result of transitioning to the university.
The moving-out stage is described as “ending one series of transitions and beginning to
ask what comes next” (Anderson et al., 2012, p. 57). Each participant was at a different point in
the academic program, but none had yet graduated at the time of this study. Thus, none of them
had experienced the moving-out phase. Overall, this theory is well suited to use as a conceptual
framework to explore the transition experiences of first-generation adult learners to
undergraduate education because it presents “a structural approach so that counselors and helpers
do not need to approach each situation anew” (Anderson et al., 2012, p. 37).

Organization of the Study
This qualitative study is structured into six chapters. The first chapter provided readers
with a broad introduction to the topic of first-generation adult learners in higher education
settings. Other important elements that frame this study, such as the problem statement, purpose
of the study, research questions, significance of the study, overview of the methodology, and
conceptual framework, were also highlighted in Chapter 1.
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The second chapter provides a detailed literature review, which is divided into several
sections. The sections include an overview of definitions of adult learners; characteristics and
issues related to adults as learners in a formal, post-secondary education; and definitions of firstgeneration learners and concludes with the characteristics and issues related to first-generation
learners in higher education.
The third chapter focuses on the methodological approach used to conduct this study.
Thus, the topics addressed in this chapter include a rationale for the research design and
methodology, researcher assumptions and biases, research site selection, research participant
sample selection, data collection procedures, data analysis procedures, and trustworthiness
considerations. The chapter closes with a discussion of the limitations and delimitations of the
study.
The fourth chapter presents research participants’ stories about transition to
undergraduate education.
The fifth chapter of this study describes the research findings that resulted from the data
collection. Thus, it provides rich descriptions of research participants’ transition experiences to
undergraduate education. This comprises Chapter 5.
The sixth chapter of this study presents a discussion of the research findings. The
findings are reviewed in relation to the research questions and the literature. The implications
and recommendations for practice and future research are subsequently discussed. These
elements comprise Chapter 6.

CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW

This literature review provides theoretical and research-based information on adult
learners and first-generation learners enrolled in credit-bearing, undergraduate degree programs
in postsecondary education. This chapter is divided into several components. The first
component addresses definitions of adult learners. The second component addresses the
characteristics and issues related to adults as learners in a formal, post-secondary education
context. The third component addresses varying definitions of first-generation learners. The
fourth component addresses characteristics and issues related to first-generation learners in
higher education. The fifth component covers the advancement of online learning, and the
chapter concludes with an overview of Schlossberg’s (1984) Transition Theory.

Definitions of Adult Learners in Higher Education
Definitions of adult learners have evolved over time and have been used interchangeably,
although with slightly different meanings to categorize them (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Brown,
2002; Cross, 1981; Jacoby, 2000; Soares, 2013). The lack of an agreed-upon definition can
complicate data collection and reporting efforts for colleges and universities, government
education departments, independent policy groups, and accrediting organizations. At times, this
has led to challenges in collecting, aggregating, and evaluating data focused on this segment of
learners (Soares, 2013).
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Before exploring the terms used to identify adult learners, it is important to define
traditionally aged learners, particularly because they have been, historically, the learner majority
in postsecondary education. The consistent attribute used to categorize all learners in higher
education settings is age. Although some have categorized traditionally aged learners by age
alone as those who are 18 to 22 years old (Zwerling, 1992), others have developed a more
standardized definition (Horn, 1998). Building on Horn’s (1998) definition, Choy (2002)
identified traditionally aged college students as those 18 to 24 years old who “earn a high school
diploma, enroll full-time immediately after finishing high school, depend on parents for financial
support, and either do not work during the school year or work part-time” (p. 1). This definition
outlines age and implies that traditionally aged learners immediately transition to college after
high school, have limited financial responsibilities, and can focus significant time and energy on
their academic aspirations. Yet this definition does not apply to the majority of learners who are
25 years old or older who have matriculated in postsecondary education (U.S. Department of
Labor, 2007).
Adult learners come to higher education with a variety of experiences based on career
involvement, prior education background, and family life that distinguishes them from their
traditionally aged counterparts (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Horn, 1998; O’Donnell & Tobbell,
2007). As scholars and researchers have not always agreed upon a single definition, four terms
found in the literature that illuminate different perspectives, which sometimes complicate the
understanding of this population, are described below, including “non-traditional,” “commuter,”
“post-traditional,” and “adult learner.”
The term “non-traditional” has been used extensively to define adult learners in higher
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education (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Brown, 2002; Cross, 1981; Hardin, 2008). In their seminal
work, Bean and Metzner (1985) provide a cumbersome definition of the non-traditional student,
stating that:
A non-traditional student is older than 24, or does not live in a campus residence
(e.g., is a commuter), or is a part-time student, or some combination of these three
factors; is not greatly influenced by the social environment of the institution; and
is chiefly concerned with the institution’s academic offerings (especially courses,
certification, and degrees). (p. 489)
The term “non-traditional” places initial emphasis on age; however, it also seeks to understand
the learners’ living situation and enrollment status. The term also notes the lack of interest adults
have in the social and extracurricular aspects of college and university life, with primary focus
given to academic programs and resulting credentials. Although this term is becoming
antiquated, many officials in higher education continue to use it to identify adults separately
from their traditional counterparts (Soares, 2013).
The second term used to define adult learners is “commuter,” which is not as widely used
as the term “non-traditional.” Jacoby (2000) defines commuter learners as those “who do not
live in institution-owned housing on campus” (p. 4). Many adults enrolled in college reside in
their own homes off campus and are uninterested in transitioning to college- and universityowned housing (U.S. Department of Labor, 2007). As commuter students do not live on campus,
it has been suggested that they limit their ability to become fully involved in the “academic and
social life of the college community” (Jacoby, 2000, p. 4). Although this definition also speaks
to adults’ lack of interest in social aspects of college life, the challenge in applying this definition
to learners 25 years old and older is that it can overlap with traditionally aged learners who
deliberately choose to live independently off-campus on their own or with their parents/
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guardians when attending a community college or university nearby.
The third term used to define adult learners is “post-traditional.” This contemporary term
identifies learners who are 25 to 64 years old and currently working and acknowledges students’
various identities and life stages (Soares, 2013). Post-traditional learners are described as
“individuals already in the workforce who lack a post-secondary credential yet are determined to
pursue further knowledge and skills while balancing work, life, and education responsibilities”
(Soares, 2013, p. 1). Interestingly, Soares (2013) continues to explicate on traditional definitions
used to define adult learners in the academy (e.g., non-traditional, commuter, etc.) and the
changing landscape of higher education in relation to the upward enrollment trend of adult
learners, which is not addressed in previous definitions. Specifically, he states that
the categorizations are inherently institution-centric and view post-traditional
learners as an aberration in the demand for higher education services. This
institution-centric view creates a blind spot for post-secondary leaders and
policymakers when considering post-traditional learners and the broader market
for post-secondary education and training in the 21st century. The blind spot
causes these leaders to not see that the demand for and nature of postsecondary
education is changing in ways that call the current institutional models into
question. . . . [O]ur traditional system of two- and four-year colleges and
universities with their campus-based, semester-timed, credit-hour driven model of
instructional delivery is not well-suited to educate post-traditional learners. (p. 2)
Soares (2013) casts doubt on the customary terms (e.g., adult learners, non-traditional
undergraduates) used by many college and university faculty and administrators to classify adults
in postsecondary education. In addition, he is of the opinion that such definitions---and research
stemming from such definitions---have hardly improved completion rates for working adults
attempting to complete a postsecondary credential (Soares, 2013). In essence, the way many
postsecondary faculty and administrators think about and address adult learners would require a
paradigm shift in order to help this population succeed.
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Provocatively, Soares’s (2013) definition also excludes adults 65 years old and older---a
significantly growing population in the United States (American Council on Education, 2007).
As more baby-boomers transition into retirement, many have indicated their desire to include
higher education in their post-career lives (American Council on Education, 2007; Cruce &
Hillman, 2012). Though many of these adults have indicated that they intend to pursue
continuing education classes and other non-credit bearing programs, some have indicated their
desire to enroll in credit-bearing, undergraduate degree courses (American Council on
Education, 2008; Cruce & Hillman, 2011). Although the post-traditional definition and
accompanying explanation of the changing landscape of higher education is stimulating, the
merits of Soares’s (2013) critique have yet to be scrutinized by higher education scholars.
The fourth term used to describe this learner population is “adult learners.” This term, as
put forth by the Commission for a Nation of Lifelong Learners (1997), is defined as “those 25
years or older” (p. 4). They promote their rational for this definition as a “reasonable time to
graduate with a four-year degree (150% of time, or six years); a traditional-age student who
began college at 18 would have graduated by age 24” (p. 4). Although the term is not nearly as
inclusive as “post-traditional,” the key attribute of age and focus on time-to-degree combined
seems to be a succinct approach in identifying this group in relation to their traditionally aged
peers. For the purposes of this research, the term “adult learner” will continue to be used to
identify learners 25 years old or older enrolled in undergraduate degree programs.
Based on scholarly literature, many definitions exist that address adults who choose to
pursue formal, post-secondary education later in life. Although scholars have not agreed upon
one definition to address this demographic of learners, it illustrates the complexity and vantage
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points associated with this learner population. As such, the next section continues the discussion
by exploring the characteristics that comprise this student group.

Characteristics of Adult Learners in Higher Education
Over the last 25 years, scholars have attempted to generate a broad understanding of
adults enrolled in undergraduate postsecondary education. In addition, the barriers associated
with adult learners can affect their ability to succeed negatively in completing their
undergraduate degrees. Several scholars have examined the characteristics of adult learners and
have attempted to address the educational needs of this population, which has provided
practitioners with greater current focus and understanding (Choy, 2002; Flint, 2000; Horn, 1998;
Pusser et al., 2007; Terrell, 1990).
In 1990, Terrell (1990) devised seven developmental needs of adult/non-traditional
learners. Terrell’s attempt to understand adult learners broadened perceptions of their personal
characteristics and demands, as well as the potential barriers with which they contend on a
regular basis when pursuing their education. The seven developmental characteristics Terrell
identifies include (1) having low self-efficacy due to negative perceptions of self in the
classroom, but focused on degree completion; (2) competing time, energy, and emotional
concerns; (3) maintaining financial stability; (4) preserving work and community
responsibilities; (5) caring for family and upholding family relationships; (6) inquiring about
career choices; and (7) reassessing habits and interests. These are all competing issues that adult
learners must address on a regular basis when working toward the completion of their
undergraduate education and appears to be the first significant attempt to examine their
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characteristics beyond basic demographic characteristics discussed in earlier publications (Apps,
1981; Cross, 1981).
Several years later, Horn (1998) devised a list of characteristics specific to adult/nontraditional undergraduates. The seven characteristics that Horn (1998) has developed include (1)
postponing enrollment in college (not entering postsecondary education in the same calendar
year that he or she finished high school); (2) joining part-time for part of the academic year; (3)
being employed full-time (35 hours or more per week) during enrollment; (4) being financially
independent of parents/guardians for purposes of financial aid; (5) likely having dependents
(usually children, sometimes others as well); (6) being, perhaps, a single parent (either married
but separated and having dependents or not married); and/or (7) needing to complete a secondary
education credential (perhaps having completed a GED or other high school completion
certificate or not having finished high school at all).
Horn’s (1998) assessment of adult learners can be viewed on a continuum. Specifically,
those on one end of the continuum are non-traditional learners who have one characteristic and
are considered minimally non-traditional; two or three characteristics move adults to the center
of the continuum and are considered moderately non-traditional; and on the other end of the
continuum, those with four or more characteristics are measured as highly non-traditional (Horn,
1998). Horn’s critique was popular and was included in Choy’s (2002) USDOE report that
addressed adult learners enrolled in undergraduate programs.
In addition to the characteristics Terrell (1990) and Horn (1998) proposed, four unique
needs are identified by Flint (2000), which further increase the understanding of adult/nontraditional learners. Flint suggests that faculty and administrators at colleges and universities
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should consider how they structure undergraduate programs and services as they think through
the “experience, knowledge, and attitudes of adult learners” (p. 4). The unique needs offered by
Flint include (a) different kinds of information about educational options, (b) design institutional
flexibility in curricular and support services, (c) academic and motivational advising supportive
to their life and career goals, and (d) continuous recognition of experience and work-based
learning already obtained. Although earlier publications offered considerations focused on
adults in postsecondary education (Apps, 1981; Cross, 1981), Flint offers a set of concrete ideas
that are related to curriculum design and student support services and focus on adult learners’
previous learning experiences.

Influences Leading Adults to Matriculate
into Undergraduate Education
Several areas of influence have prompted adult learners to pursue undergraduate
education later in life. Based on the literature from the fields of adult education, higher
education, business and management, and evaluation, the researcher has identified four broad
areas of interest that can provide additional insight into this study. These areas of interest
include (1) technological advances, (2) global recession, (3) perceptions of women, and (4)
significant life experiences.

Factor 1: Technological Advances
Two or three generations ago, adults could count on obtaining and remaining in one job
---with the same company---for the duration of their careers. In the current economy and
sociopolitical state, however, this is no longer the norm. Currently, rapid technological changes
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in business and industry occur more frequently than ever before. Globalization and increased
consumer demand for products and services have led many companies to implement
technological enhancements that increase their overall operational effectiveness and minimize
liabilities and expenses (Johnston, 1991). Consequently, such modern technological advances
have led to outsourcing or completely eliminating many jobs, especially those found within the
working class, blue-collar sector (Dobbs, 2004).
In addition, multinational corporations, for the most part, rely on cheap labor to lower
costs and increase profit, which can decrease opportunities for a large segment of the working
population (Johnston, 1991). Individuals affected negatively by such changes turn to
undergraduate degree programs to obtain skills and enhance their content knowledge to stay
competitive in a constantly changing and demanding, technologically driven society (Heidkamp
& Heldrich, 2012; Soares, 2013; U.S. Department of Labor, 2007).

Factor 2: Global Recession
Factor 2 is intimately linked with Factor 1. The United States was severely impacted by
the Great Recession of 2007. The recession was spurred by the collapse of the closely linked
housing market and financial market, which ultimately burdened other nations in the
continuously growing global market economy (Gore, 2010; Sum, Khatiwada, & McLaughlin,
2009). The collapse of these two important markets in the United States culminated in a domino
effect that forced many companies into significant reorganizations or, worse, led many
businesses to close their doors permanently due to devastating economic effects of the recession
(International Monetary Fund, 2012). The resulting trauma quickly trickled down and negatively
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impacted many adults through unintended furloughs and/or layoffs (Sum et al., 2009).
Those adults affected by the recession have struggled significantly as it placed them in
grave financial positions, while picking up the pieces of their shattered professional lives looking
for new employment opportunities (Bricker, Bucks, Kennickell, Mch, & Moore, 2011). Thus, the
downward spiral of the recession forced many adults to turn to colleges and universities to renew
their skills or obtain new knowledge needed to find gainful employment (Kantrowitz, 2010).

Factor 3: Perceptions of Women
Historically, colleges and universities have focused their attention, for the most part, on
educating young, White males from privileged backgrounds (Cohen & Kisker, 2010). Until the
1980s, however, institutions have experienced an enrollment shift from predominantly men to
women (Lopez & Gonzalez-Barrera, 2014). Many adult women have traded in their traditional
societal roles as full-time homemakers and stay-at-home mothers for professional roles in
business and industry, education, and healthcare (Compton et al., 2006; Golden, 2006; King,
Anderson, & Corrigan, 2003). Thus, the enrollment of women in higher education has
drastically increased, especially within the fields of education, law, accounting, and management
(Davidson & Burke, 2011).
From a statistical perspective, adult women have influenced undergraduate enrollment to
such an extent that they currently comprise the gender majority at many colleges and universities
in the United States (Cohen & Kisker, 2010; Lopez & Gonzalez-Barrera, 2014). In 1970, adult
women accounted for 37% of the undergraduate learner population (USDOE, NCES, 2011). In
2010, adult women accounted for 61% of the total adult undergraduate population (USDOE,
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NCES, 2011). This enrollment shift is unprecedented and, thus, has positively impacted
undergraduate programming initiatives.

Factor 4: Significant Life Experiences
The fourth factor leading adults to undergraduate degree programs is the impact of
personal life experiences, specifically, single parenting and divorce. Examining these issues
either independently or combined have sparked adults to turn to higher education to enhance or
restructure their lives (Brown, 2002; Kasworm, 2008). Emphasizing the reality of many single
mothers, Brown (2002) states, “The average single-mother student has two children, receives
little or no child support, [and] is working part-time” (p. 68). Such realities make pursuing an
undergraduate education challenging for single mothers; however, many of them move forward
in undergraduate degree programs with hopes that the skills and knowledge obtained will assist
them in improving the overall quality of life for them and their families (Brown, 2002; Compton
et al., 2006).
Likewise, divorce is considered to be one of the most stressful experiences that one can
go through in life (Glass & Rose, 1994; Kasworm, 2008). Adults, especially those who are not
the primary wage earners, can be significantly affected by divorce because of the sudden
decrease in overall household income (Wickrama et al., 2006). This is especially detrimental to
spouses who may not be earning any income during or after divorce proceedings as physical
stresses mount quickly and who might not have a degree and/or be employed at that time. Some
studies indicate that the loss in household income for non-primary wage earners leads to selfassessed physical health issues during and after divorce (Wickrama et al., 2006). Thus, the
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effects of these two significant life experiences---single parenting and divorce---have influenced
many adults to turn to higher education to start afresh. Researchers should consider future
studies on women undergoing a divorce to ascertain the areas colleges and universities can
strengthen in order to help such individuals complete their undergraduate education.

Adult Enrollment and Learning Considerations
Some of the characteristics of adult learners who enter present-day higher education are
consistent with the characteristics of adult learners who entered higher education four decades
ago (Apps, 1981; Soares, 2013). Some characteristics attributed to adult learners include, among
others, working full-time, enrolling part-time, and/or caring for dependents other than spouses
(Choy, 2002). One or more of these characteristics can detract adult learners from completing
their undergraduate degrees because of competing needs and priorities (Choy, 2002). In
addition, many first-generation learners are veterans and/or immigrants, many of whom are also
English-language learners (Institute for Higher Education Policy, 2012).
The National Student Clearinghouse (2012) underscores adult learners’ reliance upon
public colleges and universities for their undergraduate education. Specifically, the report
indicates that the majority of adult learners, almost 66%, enrolled in public colleges and
universities, and 34% enrolled in either private, not-for-profit or for-profit institutions (National
Student Clearinghouse, 2012). Furthermore, the tuition and fees found at public colleges and
universities are lower than private institutions (College Board, 2012). Because many adult
learners use personal funds to pay for their college education, public institutions become
attractive academic options for prospective undergraduate learners who are 25 years of age and
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older (Aslanian, 2001).
Enrollment reports from government and non-government agencies demonstrate that the
majority of adult learners pursue undergraduate degrees primarily at public controlled colleges
and universities (USDOE, NCES, 2011; National Student Clearinghouse, 2012). The highest
concentration of adults is found in community colleges and regional universities (Kasworm,
2003). For the most part, adults matriculate in these types of institutions because they are
geographically and academically accessible, provide flexible course scheduling options, and are
considered to be the most cost-effective institutions to pursue an undergraduate education
(Kasworm, 2003; Wlodkowski, 2003).
As a distinct learner population, adults looking to pursue undergraduate programs come
from a range of educational backgrounds. Some adults who enroll in undergraduate degree
programs have quantitative reasoning abilities, literacy skills, and interpersonal characteristics
that successfully lead them to obtain a college degree (Worth & Stephens, 2011). However,
other adults looking to matriculate in undergraduate programs have limited or inadequate
educational backgrounds that create challenges in obtaining an undergraduate credential
(Woodham, 1998). Adult learners who are inadequately prepared for the rigors of
undergraduate-level learning can take remedial coursework, which is often considered a barrier
for students’ progress (Bautsch, 2013; Woodham, 1998). Approximately 40% of adult learners
in community colleges and regional universities are enrolled in remedial reading, writing, and
mathematics courses (Illowsky, 2008; Woodham, 1998). Many adult learners enrolled in
remedial coursework drop out after the first year or take significantly more time to complete
their degree programs (Bautsch, 2013).
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Adult learners “self-initiate” (Knowles et al., 2005, p. 14) the process of pursuing their
education. This learner demographic looks for ways to complete an undergraduate education in
the least amount of time and looks for colleges and universities that attempt to remove
institutional barriers that could otherwise impede success (Cross, 1981; Hardin, 2008).
Specifically, adult learners look for undergraduate degree programs that schedule classes on
nights/weekends, offer hybrid and online classes, provide access to faculty through extended
office hours, afford safe and convenient daycare services, deliver clear and accurate academic
advisement information, and---most important---seek opportunities for close interaction with
faculty in the classroom (Merriam, 2008; Ross-Gordon, 2011; Wlodkowski, 2003).
Encountering institutional barriers is distressing for adults because they can derail this growing
population from completing their education in a timely manner; thus, those colleges and
universities that focus on traditionally aged learners must consider these barriers as adult learners
become more prevalent on campuses across the nation.

First-Generation Learners in Higher Education
In addition to the increasing number of adult learners enrolling in postsecondary education, many colleges and universities have experienced an increase in the number of first-generation learners in the last few decades (Levine & Associates, 1989; Pascarella et al., 2004).
Currently, approximately one half of the undergraduate population is categorized as first-generation (USDOE, NCES, 2011). Although first-generation learners can be classified as either traditional or adult, much of the literature on this population emphasizes traditionally aged learners
(Inkelas, Daver, Vogt, & Leonard, 2007; Ishitani, 2003; London, 1989; Pascarella et al., 2004).
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Definitions of First-Generation Learners
Higher education scholars have defined first-generation learners differently. In a study
that examined the link between first-generation students and multi-generational family dynamics,
London (1989) defines first-generation learners as the “first in their families to go to college” (p.
145). This definition helps establish the groundwork for understanding first-generation learners,
but it does not go far enough to address the background of the family unit from which a student
comes (e.g., immediate family, extended family), or, more specifically, the parents’ academic
background.
More than a decade later, Engle et al. (2006) offered another definition of first-generation
college students. Specifically, they define first-generation learners as “students whose parents
did not complete any education beyond high school” (Engle et al., 2006, p. 16). Still others
sought to include parents who attended college but did not graduate (Berkner & Chavez, 1997).
These definitions went beyond London’s (1989) initial classification, which did not address
parents’ educational attainment at all.
The most comprehensive definition, however, can be found in the Higher Education Act
of 1965. Specifically, the United States government defines a first-generation learner as an
“individual whose parents both did not complete a baccalaureate degree or, in the case of any
individual who regularly resided and received support from only one parent, an individual whose
only parent did not complete a baccalaureate degree” (Higher Education Act of 1965, Section
402 A.20 U.S.C. 1070a-11, f). For the purposes of this paper, the researcher uses the definition
found in the Higher Education Act of 1965 to define first-generation learners.
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Characteristics of First-Generation Learners
Several characteristics comprise first-generation learners. According to the Institute for
Higher Education Policy (2012), first-generation learners have (a) a limited understanding of the
preparation for and processes required to enroll in college; (b) once enrolled, an inadequate view
of the time commitment required to be academically successful; (3) the weight of family and/or
work obligations; (4) inadequate financial resources; and (5) received limited/inadequate high
school preparation.
As colleges and universities seek to expand access to higher education for all students,
many first-generation learners who enter undergraduate degree programs come from historically
underserved populations (Institute for Higher Education Policy, 2012). Although community
colleges and regional universities enroll a large percentage of first-generation learners who make
up a racially, ethnically, and gender diverse student population (Kasworm, 2003; USDOE,
NCES, 2011), the Institute for Higher Education Policy (2012) notes another notable segment of
postsecondary education that supports a significant number of first-generation learners.
One key institutional segment that serves large proportions of first-generation students is
Minority-Serving Institutions (MSIs). These institutions, which comprise Historically
Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs), and
Tribal Colleges and Universities (TCUs), have a legacy of providing increased access to
some of the nation’s underserved students and often have innovative practices and
strategies to support stronger student success. (p. 4)
The majority of public and private universities not categorized as MSIs can stand to benefit from
innovative practices found among their MSI peers if they are truly committed to achieving
broader education and societal goals for a growing population of diverse first-generation learners
(Harmon, 2012).
The literature on first-generation students emphasizes traditionally aged learners.
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Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, and Nora (1996) conducted a large-scale, quantitative
study focused on the demographics, experiences, and cognitive development of first-generation
students. This was the first large-scale study that provided higher education scholars with a
richer understanding of the experiences and educational needs of first-generation learners.
Specifically, the Terenzini et al., (1996) study indicated that first-generation students lack family
support, have weaker academic skills, and have “lower degree aspirations” (p. 16) when
compared to their traditional peers. In line with the characteristics presented by the Institute for
Higher Education Policy (2012), Terenzini et al. (1996) establish that the characteristics of firstgeneration learners present “potential learning problems” (p. 16). They are less prepared for
collegiate learning than their traditional peers who have at least one parent who graduated from
college. Pascarella et al. (2004) conducted a follow-up, longitudinal study on first-generation
learners, and state that
the findings suggest that level of parental postsecondary education has a significant,
unique influence on the academic selectivity of the institution a student attends, the
nature of the academic and non-academic experiences one has during college, and, to a
modest extent, the cognitive and non-cognitive outcomes of college. (p. 275)
These two studies indicate that first-generation learners encounter significant challenges
in their undergraduate education. The results of these studies are helpful for faculty and
administrators in higher education who want to address the needs of this population; however, it
appears that no large scale studies on this population have been conducted recently to ascertain
whether the characteristics and experiences have changed since the Pascarella et al. (2004) study.
In addition, no large-scale studies are known to have explored the specific transition experiences
of first-generation adult learners.
Thus far, the literature review has explored adult learners and first-generation learners
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within the traditional, face-to-face learning context. This is important to note as this study has
eight participants who have pursued academic programs in traditional, face-to-face context. The
remaining two research participants pursued their academic programs in an online format. As
such, the remaining part of the literature review focuses on online learning environments.

Online Learning in Postsecondary Education
In the late 20th century, traditional brick-and-mortar colleges and universities in the
United States began to tap into the power of the Internet to deliver credit-based, undergraduate
and graduate courses, as well as non-credit-based continuing education courses. Faculty and
administrators at these institutions realized quickly the transformative power of online education
for reaching a broader population of learners, including “adults who otherwise would not have
access to continuing and higher education” (Merriam, Caffarella, & Baumgartner, 2007, p. 39).
Online education has become more refined over the years so that learners are now able to
complete entire degree programs---in either individualized or group learning contexts---without
ever stepping foot on-campus (Cohen & Krisker, 2010). Online education has proven helpful for
many learners who are unable to attend traditional on-campus programs due to changing
personal and professional obligations (Flint, 2000; Merriam et al., 2007; Perry & Pilati, 2011).
Before exploring the background of online learning environments, it is important to review basic
statistics and benefits of online education, including the growth of online education, the
flexibility of this method of learning, and the political push for online learning as recognized by
the federal government.
Online learning has increasingly become a favorite choice among many learners. In
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2012, more than 4.6 million undergraduate learners were pursuing online education in the United
States (USDOE, NCES, 2011). The benefits of online learning include expanded access to
higher education for learners in the United States, as well as learners in other countries (de Prado
Yepes, 2006). Asynchronous courses, courses that are online, allow learners the vast flexibility
of addressing coursework requirements, as well as expanded opportunity to interact with other
learners from diverse backgrounds, including those individuals who might be participating in
courses from other countries (Merriam et al., 2007). The flexibility of and diversity found in
online programming attempt to provide learners with practical and meaningful experiences that
broaden their perspectives and, optimistically, expand their social and cultural capital.
The learning that occurs in online courses is facilitated through learning management
systems (LMSs). LMSs, such as BlackBoard (BB) or Desire2Learn (D2L), are popular systems
that are used on many college and university campuses across the United States (Kretovics,
2015). In 2000, LMSs were used in only 15% of college courses, whereas toward the end of the
decade, the number had risen to approximately 50% (Cohen & Krisker, 2010). BB and D2L are
currently receiving considerable competition as growing cadres of other competitors that are
focused on open-source software (e.g., Moodle, Canvas, Quality Matters) are beginning to
surface more prevalently than ever before in the marketplace (Dahlstrom, Brooks, & Bichsel,
2014; Kretovics, 2015). When online learning was first introduced, many students experienced a
steep learning curve in acclimating to the new electronic interface. Using the interface
successfully required a certain technical skill-set not typically found in the traditional classroom
environment (Derrick, 2003). Yet in spite of these challenges, many colleges and universities
have taken a significant interest---and have made a significant financial investment---in various
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online education initiatives through the use of LMSs. Currently, they are much more intuitive
and can be used to enhance student success.
Also important to note, online education received a favorable political and financial boost
when, in 2009, President Obama implemented a stimulus package that included “the creation of a
$2.5 billion grant program to help states improve college completion rates” (Field, 2009,
paragraph 2). This was one of several measures designed to spark activity in what was largely
regarded as a floundering national economy. The financial boost allowed colleges and
universities to roll out new programs that included significant online learning components.
Subsequently, the online learning components were, by purposeful design, intended to grow
student enrollments, as well as maintain and/or enhance retention rates (Allen & Seaman, 2008;
Field, 2009). The idea behind increased funding for such a large, education-focused initiative
was that an educated populace could jumpstart an almost lifeless economy. In essence, it could
get the nation back on track to success.
The points mentioned above provide individuals who are interested in pursuing online
education or who manage online education programs with greater insight into this continuously
developing field. The following section covers a few select issues/problems in online education
as found in the literature, including problematic communication and interaction among
faculty/staff and learners, an influx of learners who are unprepared or underprepared for
learning, and the proliferation of for-profit, online colleges and universities.

Issues/Problems in Online Higher Education
With the advent of online learning, traditional colleges and universities that had begun to
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offer virtual learning opportunities encountered some issues/problems along the way, some of
which still persists. Earlier, many institutions encountered human and technical communication
concerns among faculty/staff and students in virtual learning environments (Heyman, 2010;
Hughes, 2004; Perry & Pilati, 2011). Faculty and staff who opted to interact with learners using
the new electronic medium recognized quickly that the customary teaching and interpersonal
communication methods they were used to using in traditional educational environments were
not entirely transferrable and/or relevant in online learning environments (Perry & Pilati, 2011).
Definitely, faculty and staff had to differentiate their instructional practices and communication
approaches so that they could meet the needs of their programs and this new population of
learners. The most notable issues early on were (a) the absence of face-to-face communication
elements (e.g., non-verbal gestures, vocal tone and pitch, etc.), which sometimes led to
misunderstandings and which sometimes still persist; and (b) technical issues that needed to be
fixed on LMSs and that prevented communication from happening between faculty/staff and
learners (Hughes, 2004).
Second, colleges and universities have been witnessing an influx of traditionally aged
learners who are unprepared or underprepared for the rigors of undergraduate education
(Bautsch, 2013). Some have noted that more traditionally aged learners lack a rigorous high
school education today than ever before (Bettinger & Long, 2009; Green & Foster, 2005), which
can affect their potential for academic success in online education programs. This lack can lead
to higher attrition rates (Jaggers, 2011).
Furthermore, division exists between traditionally aged college students who are part of a
generation accustomed to technology and older generations. This division can be seen in the
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economic disparities that continue to increase among various socioeconomic groups.
Specifically, one-half of this generation are considered technologically savvy and come from
middle- and upper-class socioeconomic backgrounds. However, the other half of this generation
are sometimes less technologically savvy and may come from lower-class and poverty impacted
socioeconomic backgrounds (Hornak, Akweks, & Jeffs, 2010; Kleinman, 2001). Typically,
those who come from the latter group have less access to technology altogether, thus making
them less familiar with current technology applications (Hornak et al., 2010). Smale and
Regalado (2014) also note that within the “tech savvy” generation, those who are privileged to
have access to current technology may not understand how such technology can be applied to
learning environments. In any event, the disparities that exist regarding access to current
technology---specifically the lack of access---can lead to lower persistence and retention; thus,
keeping disadvantaged learners from accessing student services that are offered online.
In addition, many adult learners come to higher education unprepared or underprepared.
They also have challenges that must be addressed if they are to succeed in online education.
Approximately 40% of adult learners in community colleges and master’s comprehensive
universities are enrolled in remedial reading, writing, and mathematics courses (Illowsky, 2008),
which can further exacerbate student success in virtually mediated learning environments
(Jaggers, 2011). Not surprisingly, however, is that many adult learners enrolled in remedial
coursework drop out after the first year of study or take significantly more time to complete their
degree programs (Bautsch, 2013). Many learners also lack the requisite technological skills
needed to interact successfully with other learners in online education programs (Hughes, 2004;
Jaggers, 2011). Typically, these elements lead to lower retention and persistence.
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Third, the landscape of higher education has changed in recent years. Currently, learners
pursuing higher education can choose to take a class or complete an entire degree program at an
online college or university. Specifically, the proliferation of for-profit, online colleges and
universities have, interestingly, sparked competition among their traditional, not-for-profit
college and university counterparts (Cohen & Krisker, 2010). Thus, a growing number of statesupported and long-standing private not-for-profit colleges and universities have attempted to
shift some of their focus from traditional, classroom-oriented programs to contemporary, online
learning programs (Bower & Hardy, 2004).
Moreover, for-profit, online institutions of higher education have assisted some students
with achieving their academic goals but leave others behind without support (U.S. Senate, 2012).
For-profit online institutions have received mixed reviews regarding the instructional quality
afforded to learners (Merriam et al., 2007), and many of them have employed questionable
tactics related to marketing and recruiting (U.S. Senate, 2010). The resulting affects have been
students forced to leave for-profit, online institutions – with or without a degree – with
significant amounts of student debt (U.S. Senate, 2012). For-profit institutions also rely on
traditional business models concerned with bottom-line financial performance (U.S. Senate,
2012). Traditional business models are incongruent with the historical principles on which
postsecondary education was founded (Cohen & Krisker, 2010). These characteristics can levy
seriously negative consequences on online learners, thereby lowering overall retention and
persistence rates of online learners.
Based on published research, the issues mentioned in this section have resulted in broader
implications for online education. Some online education programs have taken great strides to

36
improve faculty/staff and student interactions, used federal money to help fuel increased
awareness and access to online education, and provided perspectives on a few aspects of forprofit colleges and universities; however, other challenges still remain. The next section
addresses the implications that faculty/staff working with online learners must address in order to
enhance overall student success. The areas covered include retention/persistence and adaptation
of student services for online learning environments.

Implications of Issues in Online Higher Education

Retention/Persistence
When comparing student retention and persistence of learners enrolled in traditional
campus-based programs to the retention and persistence of learners enrolled in contemporary
online-based programs, the latter group does not often fare well (DiRamio & Wolverton, 2006;
Heyman, 2010; Khare & Lam, 2008; Levy, 2005). As online learning opportunities continue to
evolve at colleges and universities nationwide, “it is important to identify strategies that promote
student participation and success” (Tello, 2007, p. 47). Tello’s study and others provide some
insight specific to retention and persistence in online education.
Tello (2007) conducted a non-experimental correlational study with more than 1,500
undergraduate learners in New England, who were all enrolled in online programs. The focus of
his study was to examine the “relationship between frequency of instructional interaction and
levels of student persistence in online courses” (p. 54). Although the study focused on facultystudent interactions, the findings did not focus on faculty and students. Interestingly, the study
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indicated institutional barriers (46%) as the primary reason why students “did not intend to take
future online courses” (p. 58). Institutional barriers include inconvenient course times (for
synchronous courses), courses taught face-to-face, extensive prerequisites and program
requirements, outdated or fickle policies that are incongruent with online education, and poor
communication practices between institutions and learners (Tello, 2007). Some of the
institutional barriers noted in Tello’s research have been consistent sticking points for online and
correspondence education over the last few decades (Cross, 1981; Morgan & Tam, 1999;
Simpson, 2003).
In addition, other authors have also explored persistence and retention issues in online
education. The framework of Heyman’s (2010) study was grounded in previous research
conducted by Tinto (1993) and Bean (1983). For example, Heyman conducted a qualitative
study, utilizing an altered Delphi technique, to explore “consistently lower student retention rates
in fully online programs in higher education” (p. 1). More specifically, Heyman’s study
examined how a “panel of 20 experts would identify as priority issues or concerns influencing
student retention in fully online undergraduate programs” (p. 1). Similar to Tello’s (2007) study,
Heyman’s study explored faculty and student interactions, but it went beyond that and examined
faculty/staff communication response times, as well as support services accessible to online
learners. Heyman’s published results were provocative as panel experts identified several
themes “regarding priority concerns or practices that may affect student retention” (p. 6). The
top three results/themes included
1.

Student support and student connection with the institution (e.g., online
student affairs);

2.

Quality of interaction between faculty and students; and
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3.

Student self-discipline. (p. 6)

Not surprisingly, quality instruction was highly important to learners, including active
involvement of faculty in virtual learning discussions. However, the panel professionals also
indicated that learners who lack self-discipline run a higher “likelihood of . . . dropping out from
fully online programs in higher education than in ground-based programs, where students often
receive more directives in the face-to-face environment” (p. 8). Thus, good instructional
practices implemented by faculty, as well as students’ self-discipline, are valuable points to note
regarding the success of current and future online learners.

Conceptual Framework
Adults encounter multiple transitions throughout the course of their lives. As Anderson
et al. (2012) state, “A transition is any event or non-event that results in changed relationships,
routines, assumptions, and roles” (p. 39). Without a support network in place, the transitions
adults encounter can leave them vulnerable and less likely to get through changes successfully,
which include the transition to college (Anderson et al., 2012; Schlossberg et al., 1995).
Pursuing a new career opportunity or enduring the loss of a loved one, adults experience
intended and unintended transitional moments in their lives. Such transitions are often
accompanied with benefits and consequences. The transition to college can have profound
implications for learners who matriculate in undergraduate education later in life. As
Schlossberg, Lynch, and Chickering (1989) state,
In spite of enormous individual differences, all adult learners experience transitions in
education as a process over time. The transition process extends from the first moment
one contemplates returning to school to the time when the experience is complete and
integrated into one’s life. (p. 15)
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Adult learners must overcome multiple personal and professional challenges throughout their
academic journey as they navigate new physical and emotional territory (Schlossberg et al.,
1995).
Schlossberg’s (1984) transition theory is a development theory focused on adults’
transitions that is appropriate to use to explore the transition experiences to undergraduate
education. Transitions can have profound implications on how individuals interpret changes that
occur in their lives (Schlossberg et al., 1995). If an individual does not identify an event or
incident as a transition, then it is considered to be only a change (Schlossberg et al., 1995). Four
types of transitions are addressed in this model, including anticipated, unanticipated, chronic, and
non-event (Schlossberg et al., 1995). Anticipated transitions are those that occur predictably.
Unanticipated transitions, as one would assume, occur without warning. Chronic transitions are
those that are pervasive and constant. Non-event transitions are those that are expected but do
not occur. Thus, the foundational components of Schlossberg’s (1984) transition theory make it
appropriate for use in exploring the transition experiences of first-generation adult learners to
undergraduate education.
Specifically, Schlossberg et al.’s (1995) transition theory uses a framework known as the
4S Model. Four elements comprise the framework for this theory, which Schlossberg et al.
(1995) describes as the “variables characterizing the situation, the self, the supports and the
strategies” (p. 76). The 4S Model is shown in greater detail in Figure 1.
Situation is the first element of the framework. The situation describes what is going on.
Is the transition positive or negative, expected or unexpected, desired, or undesired? In addition,
it explores the timing of the transition. Is the transition occurring at a good time or bad time? It
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also locates the person in relation to the transition. Is the person experiencing the transition in
the beginning, middle, or end? The first element of the framework defines the contextual aspect
of the transition and can help understand ways in which first-generation adult learners
understand and define their personal life stories related to the initial phase of transitioning to
undergraduate education.

Support

Situation

Strategies

Self

Figure 1. Depiction of the 4S Model of Transition (Anderson et al., 2012)

Self is the second element of the framework. The self describes the state of being an
individual is in when experiencing the transition. What strengths or weaknesses does the
individual bring to the situation? Likewise, it examines the previous life experiences of the
individual experiencing the transition. What transitions has the person experienced before in
his/her life? Are previous transition experiences applicable to what is taking place now?
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Therefore, the second element of the framework identifies an individual’s ability to go through a
significant transition. The second element of the framework can help uncover how firstgeneration adult learners begin to respond to their transition to undergraduate education.
Supports is the third element of the framework. The supports define those who will
either help or hold back an individual going through a transition. Does the individual going
through a significant transition have a strong family/friend/colleague/community network to
support them? If so, how do they support the individual through the transition? If not, can
individuals be identified to help support the person going through the transition? Conversely, is
there an individual or group of people who holds back the transitioning individual from making
his or her way through the issue? The third element focuses on determining the people or
programs that assist or deter the transitioning individual during the transition to undergraduate
education.
Strategies is the fourth and final element of the framework. The strategies delineate how
an individual is likely to respond to a transition. Does the individual have a strategy that can be
used to address the transition? Specifically, how does he/she visualize getting through a difficult
situation with the skills and tools he/she already has? In addition, stress is typically associated
with transition and is generally addressed at this point. Does the person encountering a transition
have a plan in place to address stress-related concerns? The fourth element of this framework
helps first-generation adult learners establish a plan of action to make his/her way through the
transition to undergraduate education.
This framework can be helpful in uncovering the transition experiences of firstgeneration adult learners to undergraduate education. A study such as this can provide a fresh
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perspective for adult and higher education practitioners and researchers who work closely with
this demographic. Specifically, new research can help practitioners and researchers respond
better to the academic and institutional needs of first-generation adult learners and their
subsequent success in college.

Chapter Summary
For first-generation adult learners, the transition experience to formal, post-secondary
education comes with some notable challenges. Although institutions have been working toward
meeting the needs of adult learners and first-generation learners as separate groups, other
scholars have noted the need for addition research focused on first-generation adult learners
(Donaldson & Townsend, 2007; Zwerling, 1992). The purpose of the literature review was to
identify an important issue, which is the lack of understanding concerning the ways in which
first-generation adult learners transition to formal, post-secondary education contexts. Thus,
developing a more complete understanding of this learner population’s unique experiences may
enhance services and support that can be provided to them.

CHAPTER 3
RESEARCH DESIGN

The purpose of this study was to explore and describe the transition experiences of firstgeneration adult learners to undergraduate education. Conducting a qualitative study on firstgeneration adult learners’ transition to undergraduate education aimed to provide researchers and
practitioners with an understanding of these learners’ reasons for pursuing undergraduate
education, their academic and personal needs, and the supports---internal and external---that
ensure their academic achievement. Moreover, exploring this topic allowed the researcher to
contribute to the literature in both adult and higher education, which has been under-researched.
As a result, the research questions that guided this study were:
1.

How do first-generation adult learners describe their transition experiences into an
undergraduate degree program?

2.

What institutional supports do first-generation adult learners seek out during their
transition to undergraduate education?

3.

What external supports do first-generation adult learners seek out during their
transition to undergraduate education?

This chapter provides an explanation of the research components that comprise this
empirical investigation. As such, the research components discussed in this chapter include (a)
rationale for research design and methodology, (b) assumptions and biases, (c) research site
selection and sampling, (d) data collection procedures, (e) data analysis procedures, and (f)
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trustworthiness considerations. After covering the elements identified above, the chapter
concludes with an explanation of the limitations and delimitations of this study.

Rationale for Research Design and Methodology
Researchers who engage in qualitative inquiry do so in order to explore the lived
experiences of research participants related to specific phenomena in a “natural social life”
context (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018, p. 418). Qualitative researchers collect and report thematic
representations of naturalistic data, which are not meant to be quantified or generalized to
broader populations of people (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Instead, naturalistic data allows
qualitative researchers to describe how research participants’ experience specific phenomena in
the form of personal stories and through a variety of individual experiences (Crotty, 1998;
Lincoln & Guba, 2000; Mertens, 2005; Patton, 2002).
Qualitative inquiry is researcher-dependent and neither utilizes instruments to measure
participants’ responses nor operates within a reductionist framework such as positivistic or postpositivistic research (Creswell, 2007; Lichtman, 2010). As a result, the researcher becomes the
focal point for data collection and interpretation (Merriam, 2009; Mertens, 2005). Moreover,
qualitative research operates within an inductive framework in which researchers begin and
continue to collect data to the point of saturation. When qualitative researchers have reached
saturation, they have likely obtained as much data as possible for the purposes of their studies,
and no new information is likely to surface (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Rubin & Rubin, 2005).
To explore the transition experiences of first-generation adult learners to undergraduate
education, a research design was required that allowed for the elicitation of rich data from
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research participants. As such, a qualitative research design was deemed most appropriate for
this study.
In addition, exploring first-generation adult learners’ transition experiences to
undergraduate education required an epistemological approach that respected the “multiple
realities” (Lichtman, 2010, p. 8) that research participants brought to the study. The
epistemological orientation of constructivist research encourages, as in this study, sustained
engagement between the researcher and research participants throughout all aspects of research,
including data collection and analysis (Crotty, 1998; Mertens, 2005). Epistemology is an
important component that researchers must contend with when engaging in empirical research
because, as defined by Creswell (2007), it is “the relationship between the researchers and that
being studied as interrelated, not independent” (p. 247).
There are also other qualities that make constructivist epistemology a good fit for a
naturalistic study such as this one. Unlike traditional positivist/post-positivist epistemology,
which claims that research is value-free, constructivist epistemology recognizes research as
value-laden and acknowledges that the researcher and research participants influence each other
throughout the entire research process (Lincoln & Guba, 2000). For this reason, constructivist
studies make explicit “the values that influence the investigator” (Mertens, 2005, p. 15).
Fundamentally, individuals who conduct constructivist research openly explain their personal
biases and propensities early in their written report to establish clearly the contextual aspects of a
study, which are discussed later in this chapter. Due to the nature of the research study,
constructivism seemed to be the most appropriate epistemological approach and was, therefore,
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adopted for use in this qualitative study. The researcher’s assumptions and biases, as well as
delimitations and limitations of this study are indicated in sections following.

Research Design
In a broad sense, Merriam (2009) defines case study methodology as “an in-depth
description and analysis of a bounded system” (p. 40). It is “a qualitative approach in which the
investigator explores a bounded system . . . through detailed, in-depth data collection involving
multiple sources of information (e.g., observations, interviews, documents, and reports) and
reports a case description and case-based themes” (Creswell, 2007, p. 73). Merriam (2009)
states that “the decision to focus on qualitative case study stems from the fact that this design is
chosen precisely because researchers are interested in insight, discovery, and interpretation rather
than hypothesis testing” (p. 42).
Furthermore, Merriam (2009) elaborates on three different types of case study research,
which include particularistic, descriptive, and heuristic. The particularistic case study explores
an event or phenomena of interest. Specifically, the particularistic case is valuable for what it
reveals about a phenomenon and the meanings associated with it. Next, the descriptive case
study results in a written report that provides “a rich, thick description of the phenomenon under
study” (p. 43). This type of case study explores many facets of a situation or unit under
investigation and ends with a comprehensive picture that is captured through words. Finally, the
heuristic case study aims to “extend the reader’s experience or confirm what is known” (p. 43).
This approach can also provide new understanding and meaning to readers.
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Because this qualitative study sought to uncover the experiences of first-generation adult
learners’ transition to undergraduate education, a descriptive case study design was employed.
The descriptive case study research design was methodologically appropriate for this study
because of the bounded system the researcher established at the beginning of this research
endeavor, which was an investigation into the transition experiences of first-generation adult
learners to undergraduate education at one specific four-year research-focused university. This
methodological approach captured a perspective that has not been previously documented in
either the adult or higher education literature.

Assumptions and Biases
Researcher assumptions and biases must be addressed in a robust qualitative study.
Qualitative research is predicated upon the researcher acting as the primary data collection
instrument throughout a study, which means that the qualitative researcher can have significant
influence---either positive or negative---on the people and contexts in which the research takes
place. According to Patton (2002), “One barrier to credible qualitative findings stems from the
suspicion that the analyst has shaped findings according to predisposition and biases” (p. 553).
To circumvent any possible predilections, all comprehensive qualitative research should include
a description of researcher assumptions and biases in order to orient readers to the researcher’s
vantage point of the study (Merriam, 2009).
The concerns that Merriam (2009) and Patton (2002) raise about researcher assumptions
and biases are relevant to this qualitative study. They are relevant because of the researcher’s
professional background and previous academic experiences learning with other first-generation
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adult learners in a variety of undergraduate education contexts. In addition, scholarly interest in
exploring this topic began more than a decade before this study was begun, when the researcher
returned to school as a first-generation adult learner. Although this particular study does not
focus on returning adult learners, which is a distinction that separates the researcher from those
who were researched for this study, many of the characteristics and challenges that the researcher
encountered in this study were quite similar to that which research participants noted as
challenges and strengths in completing their own undergraduate education.
Additionally, in 2006, the researcher began to teach college-level credit courses in speech
communication studies at a suburban college. It was at that institution that he found himself on
the “other side of the desk,” teaching students, many of whom had self-identified as firstgeneration or adult learners---and in some cases, both. Over the years, the researcher has been
intrigued most by learners such as the research participants who participated in this study who
choose to pursue higher education for the first time in their lives as first-generation adult
learners. Teaching first-generation adult learners has provided the researcher with invaluable
experiences learning about and working with this student demographic. Specifically, the
researcher has become more aware of and gained more understanding of the academic and social
aspects of undergraduate education that influence first-generation adult learners’ achievement.
Aside from teaching, the researcher also held a data coordination position for almost five
years. The data coordination position was housed within a particular college at a regional, fouryear university in the midwest. In carrying out data-reporting responsibilities, the researcher
identified demographic and enrollment trends unique among students who were dually classified
as both first-generation and adult. Because the researcher held the data coordination position for
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almost five years, he was able to see these enrollment trends unfold over a sustained period of
time, which was congruent with enrollment trends published in the literature (College Board,
1998; Donaldson & Townsend, 2007; USDOE, NCES, 2011). As a result of the researcher’s
combined experiences, the research topic was pursued as it appeared to be a burgeoning
phenomenon.

Site Selection
Due to the characteristic of a bounded setting, this study focused on exploring the
transition experiences of first-generation adult learners to undergraduate education at one
research-focused university in the midwestern region of the United States. Midwestern
University (MWU), a pseudonym (exact university name withheld to maintain confidentiality of
institution), is often referred to in this study as MWU or “the institution.” MWU served as the
research site for this study and has four regional locations in addition to the main campus. The
institution began initially as a state normal school that offered “bachelor degrees
. . . to young people who would become school teachers” (Cohen & Kisker, 2010, p. 121). Over
the years, however, the institution has evolved into a nationally recognized, comprehensive
research university that is regionally accredited by the Higher Learning Commission.
The researcher collected data during the fall semester of 2016. At that time, MWU
enrolled a total of 14,079 undergraduate students among its 57 undergraduate programs, which
comprised 74% of the total number of students enrolled at the institution. The institution has
earned national rankings for undergraduate and graduate programs in education, business, and
engineering. The gender breakdown of undergraduate students enrolled for Fall 2016 was 50.8%
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male and 49.2% female. Although efforts are underway to diversify the student population, the
university retains the characteristic of a predominantly White institution (PWI). As for athletics,
MWU is nationally affiliated as a National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) Division I
institution.
In terms of adult learners, MWU provides prospective adult learners with a link on its
main website page to information about undergraduate degree programs that have a variety of
delivery options, including traditional instruction at regional campuses and partnering
community college campuses, online instruction, and hybrid instruction. The academic
programs offered for adult learners are primarily in the fields of business, education, and
engineering. For the purposes of this study, all research participants were enrolled in an
undergraduate program offered at the main campus. Interestingly, though, none of the research
participants were enrolled in any of the adult learner-focused programs mentioned above.
When picking a site at which to conduct qualitative research, several components should
be considered before engaging in the research. Specifically, qualitative researchers should be
mindful of exploring the following points, which include assessing if:
1. Entry is possible;
2. There is a high probability that a rich mix of the process, people, programs,
interactions, and structures of interest is present;
3. The researcher is likely to be able to build trusting relations with the participants in
the study;
4. The study can be conducted and reported ethically; and
5. Data quality and credibility of the study are reasonably assured. (Marshall &
Rossman, 2011, p. 101)

51
The site selected for this qualitative study appeared to meet the criteria listed above. Thus, the
setting is “a realistic site” (Marshall & Rossman, 2011, p. 101) in which the researcher could
conduct qualitative research reasonably well. The researcher had a connection with the
institution for several years, which assisted in gaining access to developing relationships with
participants. The researcher understands the institution’s cultural makeup and has previously
conducted institutional review board (IRB)-approved research through the institution. The
researcher sought out individuals at the institution who could help identify research participants
for the study (Jones, Torres, & Arminio, 2006). The researcher did not hold any positional
power at the research site. As a result, the researcher believed that the lack of positional power
helped mitigate any influence on research participants throughout the data collection phase of the
study.

Sample Selection
Many qualitative researchers have provided insight into ways in which to engage in
sample selection (Chein, 1981; LeCompte & Preissle, 1993; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Patton,
2002). Patton (2002) discusses 16 variations of purposeful sampling, which include but are not
limited to approaches such as intensity, maximum variation, criterion, and snowball or chain
sampling. The criterion approach is particularly useful in that it “exhibit[s] certain
predetermined criterion characteristics” (Patton, 2002, p. 238) that support the purpose of the
study.
Because the researcher was interested in exploring the transition experiences of firstgeneration adult learners to undergraduate education, the research participants were required to
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meet certain criteria. The criteria established for the study required that research participants be
(a) 25 years of age or older at the time they began their undergraduate degree, (b) classified as a
first-generation learner, and (c) currently enrolled in an undergraduate course at the institution.
Returning adult learners were not eligible to participate in this study as it focused on those who
had begun their undergraduate degree as an adult. The criterion established at the beginning of
the study helped identify research participants who provided “information-rich cases” (Merriam,
2009, p. 78).
Recruiting research participants for this study was a multi-step process. First, the
researcher secured IRB approval (see Appendix A) from the institution. Next, the researcher
created a “Call to Participation” recruitment letter (see Appendix B), which provided an
overview of the nature of the study and population being researched. The call to participation
letter also provided questions that would be asked to research participants during individual
interviews, as well as the time commitment involved. The letter also highlighted that research
participants would be required to sign an informed consent document (See Appendix C), have
their individual interviews digitally recorded by the researcher, and understand that the integrity
of student data would be maintained. Research participants were also informed that the study
had been approved by the MWU’s Office of Research Compliance.
After receiving IRB approval, the researcher contacted the institution’s Registration and
Records office for assistance with identifying current students who met the the criteria for
participation in the study. When the Registration and Records office received a copy of the IRB
approval letter and a recruitment letter from the researcher, it selected randomly 75 students from
its current student enrollment database that met research criteria and provided the student names
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and contact information to the Office of Marketing and Communications. The Office of
Marketing and Communications created an email based on the recruitment letter that was sent to
the 75 students, who were considered potential research participants. The researcher was not
able to review the list of student names and contact information prior to the email being
distributed.
Several days after the Office of Marketing and Communications sent the recruitment
email, the researcher received email inquiries from 10 first-generation adult learners enrolled in
undergraduate education at the institution who expressed interest in participating in the study and
who met the qualifications for participation. Research participants provided the researcher with
phone numbers. The researcher called the research participants to answer any questions
regarding the study and to finalize interview meeting dates, times, and locations.

Data Collection
In this case study, the researcher attempted to collect a range of data to provide insight
into the topic studied. The primary data that were collected were from individual interviews.
Specifically, the researcher used semi-structured interview questions to inquire about research
participants’ experiences transitioning to undergraduate education. The narratives garnered
through the interviews provided the researcher with rich insight concerning the topic. Interviews
were between 45 and 90 minutes in length and were digitally recorded for accuracy. After
interviews were conducted, the recordings were sent to a third-party organization, with whom the
researcher had previously worked, for complete transcription.
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After the interviews had been professionally transcribed, the author reviewed each
transcript several times in order to understand and make meaning of each participant’s transition
experience. The researcher requested that participants review their own transcripts for accuracy
and to amend any points they believed needed to be addressed or clarified. None of the research
participants amended their transcripts for this study.
The researcher requested a second form of data from research participants, which was
comprised of individual artifacts such as “written, visual, digital, and physical material relevant
to the study at hand” (Merriam, 2009, p. 139). In qualitative research, artifacts become data
points that provide significant or important contextual aspects to the overall study (Merriam,
2009). Although not considered a primary method of data collection, individual artifacts can
provide useful insight for researchers as a secondary method of data as they “represent some
form of communication” (Merriam, 2009, p. 139) of the phenomena under examination. In this
study, research participants were eager to share their stories about their transition experiences to
undergraduate education; however, as a planned source of data, none of them provided
individual artifacts for this study.
The third form of data that informed this study was comprised of institutional records and
documents. Analyzing institutional records and documents was useful as they provided the
researcher with greater depth of the marketing and recruitment, academic, and administrative
communications used to interface with first-generation adult learners who transitioned to
undergraduate education. Institutional documents and records, also viewed as non-primary data,
enhanced the study by providing additional context of the institutional culture in which firstgeneration adult learners matriculate and pursue undergraduate learning. Institutional documents
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and records were also helpful as they did not “intrude upon or alter the [research] setting in ways
that the presence of the investigator often does” (Merriam, 2009, p. 139).

Data Analysis
The digitally recorded interviews that were conducted with research participants were
transcribed, and researcher notes and institutional documents that were compiled during the data
collection phase were also analyzed for this study. The researcher highlighted the most
informative sections of the interview transcripts, and research notes and institutional documents
were also used to determine the overall themes for the study. Participants were asked to review
transcripts for direct quotes as they related to emerging themes. The meanings derived from
themes were used to understand the transition experiences of first-generation adult learners to
undergraduate education.
In this study, the data analysis process involved three phases: (1) open, (2) axial, and (3)
selective coding (Merriam, 2009; Corbin & Strauss, 2008). This particular approach to
analyzing data utilizes a deductive approach to identifying salient data. The first stage of coding
was open, in which relationships between concepts and words from transcribed interviews were
determined. As Merriam (2009) states, “[I]t is tagging any unit of data that might be relevant to
the study” (p. 200). The first round of open coding resulted in general categories. The
researcher derived the first round of general categories by reading through transcripts several
times and color coding blocks of useful data, which included highlighting key words, sentences,
and paragraphs. The data were manually organized in a grid-like style on a large 6-foot by 12foot wooden craft table in the researcher’s home using large, blue post-it notes. At the top of the
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grid were the research participants’ names that read from left to right across the table. Directly
below the participants’ names were blocks of data that were organized broadly according to the
three research questions that guided this study.
The second stage of coding was axial, during which data were reconfigured into higher
levels or categories, and then some of them were also used to construct theoretical ideas.
Merriam (2009) indicates that this phase “is the process of relating categories and properties to
each other” (p. 200). In the second phase, data was examined again and refined to gain greater
understanding of the research participants’ experiences. The data selected for axial coding were
included on yellow post-it notes.
The final stage of coding, selective, included the identification of core categories
(Merriam, 2009). Core categories were used to report thick, rich descriptions of research
participants’ transition experiences (Geertz, 1973). As with open and axial coding phases, the
selective phase allowed the researcher to select data that was more focused and represented the
research participants’ experiences related to transitioning to formal, undergraduate education for
the first time as first-generation adult learners. Thus, data selected during the selective phase
allowed the researcher to respond to the research questions guiding this case study. The data
selected for the selective coding phase were included on orange post-it notes. Throughout all
three coding phases, the researcher initiated the progression of moving from broad themes to key
words, sentences, and paragraphs that were poignant in their description of the research
participants’ experiences.
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Trustworthiness
Lincoln and Guba (1985) promote trustworthiness as an appropriate alternative approach
to traditional validity and reliability methods for qualitative research. Specifically,
trustworthiness is used to evaluate the quality of naturalistic studies as it ensures consistency
throughout the entire research process (Lincoln & Guba, 2000). The four elements that comprise
trustworthiness in qualitative research include credibility, transferability, dependability, and
confirmability.
Researchers who engage in qualitative inquiry turn to triangulation as a means to ensure
the credibility of their findings. Triangulation includes using multiple investigators and multiple
data sources to confirm findings (Creswell, 2007; Denzin, 1970; Merriam, 2009). This study
combined interview data with institutional document analysis data and employed the
investigative expertise of other researchers trained in qualitative research methods in order to
confirm (or disconfirm) findings. Combining these practices allowed the researcher to make
informed conclusions about the transition experiences of first-generation adult learners to
undergraduate education.
Moreover, member-checking was also employed as another method to help ensure
credibility. Schwandt (2001) indicates that member-checking is an appropriate method for
confirming the perspectives of research participants by allowing them to review transcript data.
Specifically, participants in this study had the opportunity to add, retract, or revise their
responses to interview questions regarding the phenomena under exploration.
The transferability component of a qualitative study is predicated upon its readers’
perceptions of findings and ability to apply them to other similar contexts with their own
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experiences in mind (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Accordingly, this case study provided readers
with thick, rich descriptions of first-generation adult learners’ transition experiences to
undergraduate education.
The dependability component of a qualitative study refers to the process of data
collection and analysis. To address this component, an audit trail was maintained throughout the
duration of the research study. Jones et al. (2006) indicate that the “audit trail provides sufficient
information so that the reader can offer a judgment as to the appropriateness and thoroughness of
the method” (p. 124). Organized documents were maintained, including field notes, interview
transcripts, and personal notes about the research process.
Confirmability, which addresses how the data support the findings (Lincoln & Guba,
1985), was determined through the methodological approach and triangulation methods used.
The practices in the three components discussed above, when combined together, establish
confirmability.

Delimitations and Limitations
All empirical research has delimitations and limitations that must be addressed at the
onset of a study. Delimitations and limitations do not allow findings to be generalized at all
times and to all people (Bryant, 2004). The delimitations of a study address what is specifically
being explored. Thus, delimitations provide boundaries of a study set forth by the researcher. In
contrast, the limitations highlight aspects of a study that are out of the control of the researcher
(Marshall & Rossman, 2011). In essence, these are typically aspects related to research design
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and other contextual factors. As such, this case study had delimitations and limitations that are
described as follows.

Delimitations
This study had a few delimitations. First, the research was delimited to undergraduate
students who were dually classified as first-generation and adult. Thus, they had to be the first in
their immediate family to pursue their undergraduate education and be 25 years of age or older to
participate. Although this is a growing demographic among students, they currently do not
comprise the enrollment majority at colleges and universities nationwide (Donaldson &
Townsend, 2007; USDOE, NCES, 2011). However, they were the primary focus of this case
study.
The second delimitation of this study was the type of post-secondary institution in which
research participants were pursuing their undergraduate degrees. This study focused on firstgeneration adult learners who had matriculated in an undergraduate program at one large, fouryear, research-focused university. Thus, this study could potentially produce quite different
findings if it was implemented at a four-year institution that did not have a research focus or at a
two-year college.
The third delimitation was the geographical area. The research was conducted at one
post-secondary institution in the rural midwest. Recreating a similar study in a suburban or
urban setting would likely generate different outcomes and findings from that produced from this
study.
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Limitations
This study was limited by its sample size, which was small. Although the participants
provided information-rich stories to the researcher, the overall number of participants
interviewed in this study made it impossible to generalize to a larger population. However,
findings from this study may prove helpful in exploring and understanding first-generation adult
learners’ transition experiences to undergraduate education.

CHAPTER 4
PARTICIPANTS’ STORIES OF TRANSITION
TO FORMAL EDUCATION

In this case study, commonalities and differences surfaced in relation to the perceptions,
ideas, and personal experiences expressed of the 10 participants who consented to this
investigation. Each participant brought to this case study a particular vantage point that
prompted him or her to pursue an undergraduate education later in life as a first-generation adult
learner. For some research participants, transitioning to undergraduate education was the result
of a drastic life event, and for others it was a series of small events that culminated in the desire
to change their life course through formal, post-secondary education. The newness of a researchfocused academic environment and expectations of maintaining satisfactory performance in
coursework made for challenging moments for most of the participants, but finding ways to
complete requirements and continue learning about institutional policies and procedures
provided them with the momentum necessary to move forward with their academic and
professional goals. This chapter introduces demographic characteristics and relevant personal
and professional background experiences of each research participant, and Chapter 5 presents the
research findings and other relevant points inherent in this case study.
An assortment of perspectives was uncovered among research participants. Such
perspectives were the result of a variety of personal backgrounds and life experiences, as well as
professional goals they set for themselves. Demographic information of those who participated

62
in the study is presented in Table 1. Research participants ranged in age from late 20s to late
50s. Eight participants were married, and two were single. Seven participants were women, and
the remaining three were men. Six participants had junior standing, and four were seniors. Nine
of the participants lived off-campus, and one lived on-campus.

Table 1
Research Participant Information
Participant’s
Name
Charles
Alex
Kathy
Janet
Ann
Maria
Don
Chloe
Sheena
Diana

Gender
Male
Male
Female
Female
Female
Female
Male
Female
Female
Female

Age
57
32
33
43
27
29
47
31
50
40

Race
African American
Latino
Caucasian
Caucasian
Caucasian
Latina
Caucasian
Caucasian
Caucasian
Caucasian

Class Standing
Senior
Senior
Junior
Junior
Junior
Junior
Senior
Junior
Senior
Junior

Living Situation
(on- or off-campus)
On-campus
Off-campus
Off-campus
Off-campus
Off-campus
Off-campus
Off-campus
Off-campus
Off-campus
Off-campus

In addition to basic demographic information, the research participants enrolled in one of
several undergraduate programs offered at MWU. Eight participants were enrolled in traditional,
on-campus programs, and two were enrolled in online programs. Undergraduate majors
represented by research participants include biology, communication studies, communicative
disorders, journalism, nursing , and sociology. Research participants’ selected undergraduate
majors were intentionally kept separate from demographic information listed in the table above
to maintain anonymity. The stories presented in this chapter highlight positive moments when
transitioning to undergraduate education at MWU, as well as some difficulties encountered that
imposed challenges on their transition.
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Charles
In his mid-50s, Charles had the greatest amount of life experience of anyone who
participated in this study. He had a broad range of life experiences, including having spent
almost two decades in the United States armed forces. Time spent in the service provided
Charles with myriad opportunities to engage in formal, informal, and non-formal learning
experiences, especially related to culture and leadership, in his role as a training manager. He
indicated that he learned more about cultural knowledge “as a result of working with others on
projects in Alaska and Hawaii, as well as spending time in countries like England, Scotland,
France, Germany, Panama, and Guam. Every place I went, I picked up on something new.”
Charles was constantly learning and considered it a rewarding part of his military experience.
After leaving the military, Charles moved from state to state and worked a variety of
entry-level jobs that provided limited room for growth and/or professional satisfaction. He liked
some of the positions he held, but due to management changes and the financial crisis of 2007,
he did not keep his jobs for any lengthy periods of time. After experiencing frustration with the
changing job market and the job search itself, Charles decided to move to a midwestern state and
pursue his undergraduate education.
Charles took advantage of his military education benefits upon moving to a midwestern
state. He enrolled in a large, comprehensive community college located in a highly populated
suburb. It was there that he began his journey as a first-generation adult learner and began to
pursue coursework for his associate degree. After earning his associate degree and without any
lapse in time, Charles immediately transferred to MWU to earn his bachelor degree. At the same
time, Charles determined that he wanted to channel his life experiences to help better others and
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pass along his knowledge to younger students by becoming a college counselor. At that point, he
was aware that he would need to earn his undergraduate degree, as well as continue for a
graduate degree.
At the time Charles was interviewed for this study, he was pursuing an undergraduate
major housed within the liberal arts college at MWU, and was classified as a senior. He had a
3.65 GPA and was proud of his hard work; it was paying off as he was nearing completion of his
bachelor degree. Yet moving into a four-year, research-focused university environment was
overwhelming, and establishing a strong network of people as resources was one of his many
goals. Moreover, Charles was adamant about earning his bachelor degree as quickly as possible
due to the dwindling veteran education assistance benefits.
Charles discussed his transitions to MWU and experiences that influenced his progress
toward a degree. He said that as a mature first-generation adult learner, he was more focused
than most of the undergraduate learners he had met at MWU. Charles believed that of the
undergraduate students he worked with in the classroom, many were undisciplined. Specifically,
Charles thought they had become distracted by a variety of social factors, including dating, going
to bars/clubs, and not setting specific time aside to focus on academic goals. He noted that the
generational gap between himself and younger students was the reason for such differences in
thought and practice about approaching and successfully completing schoolwork.
Charles said that there had been times when personal relationships took priority over his
learning goals, which made it difficult to stay focused. However, currently, Charles was using
his faith as a guide to keep him focused on completing his degree requirements. Charles noted
that his support network consisted of people primarily from his local church. The church
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members had been an invaluable external source of support. Charles had also relied upon a few
staff members in student affairs-related positions to help him build strong relationships, navigate
institutional policies and procedures successfully, and understand the institutional culture more
fully. He noted that although there had been some “learning curves” in transitioning to MWU,
he had been fortunate to find helpful staff who had answered his questions.

Alex
Alex, a man in his early 30s, was in his junior year at the time he participated in this case
study. He characterized his childhood and young adult years as “challenging.” For years, he
observed his single mother struggling to work many low-paying jobs to care for him and pay
bills for basic necessities. Also, he described his extended family as mere onlookers who “don’t
progress [or] move forward . . . so it’s hard for them to see [things] through my eyes. They’re
there, but I don’t let them influence me.” Because he did not see eye-to-eye with his extended
family, they had not been a significant part of his life for the past few years.
Aside from family, Alex noted several turbulent life experiences that occurred in his early
20s that influenced his thoughts about pursuing a formal education. First, Alex lamented about
the loss of a newborn child as one of the most difficult challenges he had ever encountered. It
was difficult for him to make meaning of that devastating event. Similarly, Alex noted that the
relationship between himself and his girlfriend lacked cohesion and had become unstable.
Toward the end, they agreed to end their long-term relationship after months of continuous
fighting. Alex knew that the painful experiences he encountered in his early 20s were now being
realized as an opportunity to “start over again.” Thus, Alex decided he would begin his formal

66
education and complete his dream of earning an undergraduate degree.
Alex began his undergraduate education a few years ago at a community college in a
large suburb. He entered the community college and began to complete the coursework for an
associate degree, which he completed approximately one year previous to the time of this study.
During that time, Alex would periodically visit his hometown and observe friends from high
school who had pursued higher education earlier in life and, as a result, were now attaining highlevel positions at large companies that afforded them nice lifestyles to which Alex had never
been accustomed. Alex noted that some of his friends were buying expensive cars and houses,
which made him question his own skills and abilities. However, the comparisons he made
between himself and others were the catalyst that sparked change within him. Because of some
significant life experiences and completing his associate degree, Alex began to feel better about
himself and was beginning to believe that he was now moving forward with his life. Alex began
to “focus on what’s important” and decided to continue his education the following semester at
MWU.
Currently in his early 30s, Alex placed considerable pressure on himself to reach his
goals for academic success and professional development. He commented that the pressure he
applied to himself was so that his family could benefit from his commitment to education and
thereby cultivate a solid career trajectory. “I want my kids to say ‘Hey, daddy made it this far.
We have to; if he can do it, I can do it,’” stated Alex. Being able to provide for his family in a
manner that was better than what he had been accustomed to with his mother in his younger
years was clearly at the forefront of Alex’s mind. He wanted to find an enriching job that
challenged him creatively and also be able to contribute to the development of an organization
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upon graduation from the institution. He noted that securing a meaningful job would be an even
greater boost to his personal and professional well-being.

Kathy
Kathy, 32, was an eclectic woman who lived in a quiet, small town not far from MWU.
Yet things had not always been quiet and peaceful for Kathy. She grew up with what could be
characterized as a clamorous mother who “worked menial, hard jobs.” Kathy indicated that her
mother never gave her any positive encouragement or support concerning personal goals and
professional aspirations when she was growing up. Instead, solicited and unsolicited advice that
Kathy would receive from her mother was quite the opposite. In her childhood years, Kathy told
her mother that she wanted to go to medical school to become a doctor because “that’s always
what I wanted to do.” Her mother replied, “Be realistic. You’ll never make it that far; you’ll
never do that.” Kathy stated in her interview, “That is why I say I don’t have a lot of
encouragement from my family, since harsh comments like those were made frequently.”
From her adolescent years until now, Kathy had encountered many ups and downs
concerning her education and well-being, without any connection with her father or sister. She
lamented, “It’s kind of weird that I have more support from my professors than from my parents,
which is kind of sad.” Kathy stated that she and her “sister don’t have a relationship, either, . . .
so there is no [family] support.” Becoming agitated with thinking about the past, Kathy wished
she had received family support to pursue her post-secondary education years ago.
Like some of the other participants in this case study, Kathy held a number of entry-level
positions over the years that never seemed to yield any personal satisfaction or financial security.
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Things became boring for her in the dead-end jobs. “I just kind of moseyed around, trying to
decide what would make me happy next, so I would pick up and move,” she stated. Kathy
continued, “I want to be [in a job doing] something that I feel good about when I’m done.”
Until her late 20s, Kathy had many negative life experiences. So, what drove her to
pursue her undergraduate education? “It is kinda complicated,” she said. “I had an accident and
I died twice. I was hang gliding, and my glider flew down,” stated Kathy. The traumatic
experience, coupled with months of physical therapy, prompted Kathy to begin thinking about
what was next for her in life, but she realized that she wanted considerably more meaning for
herself. The accident gave her time to think about life choices, and she reflected intently on her
experiences.
At the age of 29 and married to a “wonderful guy,” Kathy finally made the decision to
begin her undergraduate education. She began to take general education courses at a community
college in a large city and earned her associate degree in slightly less than three years. Upon
completing her associate degree, Kathy immediately transferred to MWU. Part of her decision to
matriculate at the institution was geographic proximity to her home. Her husband had a good
job, and after all, her husband had been her number-one supporter. However, he could not pack
up, leave his job, and move on a whim. Her husband’s success, which was largely based on his
undergraduate degree, was also another factor that influenced Kathy to pursue her undergraduate
education later in life as a first-time, first-generation adult learner.
The biggest challenges Kathy has faced transitioning into a rigorous, science-based
undergraduate curriculum at MWU has been negotiating interactions with the traditionally aged
students, graduate assistants, and professors with whom she interacted. She found that some of
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her professors were busy trying to divide their time among advising, research, and teaching
students. She found this issue among faculty difficult to navigate at times. Yet with her goals in
place to earn her undergraduate degree and continue on to graduate school, Kathy knew it was
the best decision to pursue her formal education later in life than to have never pursued it at all.

Janet
At 43 years of age, Janet knew she would not begin college until later in life, if ever. She
did not go to college right after high school as did some of her friends. After high school, she
decided to go in a different direction and enlisted in the Marine Corps. “I was in the military for
almost seven years, and I got a medical discharge,” stated Janet. “It was a lot of physical labor,”
she commented. Janet moved around several times after being discharged from the military, and
during that time, she also had a son. After an unsuccessful though decent job, Janet moved back
to her hometown in rural Illinois. “I ended up back here with my family, and I got a factory job.
I had been [working] at that factory for quite a while,” she exclaimed. She held the factory
position for almost 15 years but knew it was a dead-end position that would not provide any
room for growth. She also did not have a partner/significant other to rely on in raising her
autistic child.
Several years ago, Janet took a few non-credit continuing education courses in industrial
systems. Reflecting back on the experience, Janet said, “I didn’t like it. It was not something I
could see myself doing [studying industrial systems as a profession] for long.” Moreover, she
was working in an extremely laborious environment and noted that her body just could not
“handle the physical rigors there anymore.” Moreover, Janet never pursued any credit-bearing
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undergraduate courses that would help her attain any kind of academic degree, but she knew that
she could not “do it until retirement. I was there for almost 15 years and had a 401k with only
$40,000 in it. I knew that I would never be able to retire.” She also knew that she would
possibly have to support her autistic son for the rest of her life and wanted something different.
After discussing her conundrum with several friends, including those who were also former
military personnel, a human services-focused program “began to stick” with her. She thought
this would be a great academic path to pursue and a formidable career trajectory because her
“son had seen a psychologist and a psychiatrist since he was four and diagnosed [with autism]
. . . and because I have so many [veteran] friends that have needed a psychologist . . . I feel like
I’m perfect for the VA [Veteran’s Administration]. I understand what they have been through
[during the war] and want to help them.”
Transitioning to undergraduate education at MWU had been a generally positive
experience for Janet. She had, however, encountered some challenges along the way. The first
challenge was getting used to a large college campus. MWU enrolls more than 15,000 students
(graduate and undergraduate), so most classes were large, with some having “like 60 or more
[students] . . . and that’s a ‘small’ class,” stated Janet. She also appreciated that the university
had a growing student body of former military people but indicated that she really had
conversations only with those she sat near in class. Janet indicated that if she missed a class, she
could rely upon the person she sat close to for assignment information and that, in return, she
would do the same for others. She did not think she was perceived differently by traditionally
aged learners in class, but they did not seem to pay any attention to it either. “I don’t really care
what other students think about me because I’m here to get a degree,” Janet noted.
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Aside from large class sizes, Janet also had trouble navigating her way around campus.
Janet noted overwhelming emotions trying to find classrooms and certain offices on campus.
She also was one of the few students who sought out the assistance of the adult learner and
military student office. Although she did not spend significant time in that office, it was a great
resource for finding other resources on campus and for being in the presence of others who were
similar to her.
During the interview, Janet discussed ways in which she was learning to balance her
responsibilities related to work, home, and school, especially with her son. “It has worked out a
lot better than I actually thought it would. When my son is not in school, I take him places and
try to do stuff with him. When I’m home and he has to study, I study, too,” Janet said. Trying to
organize schedules was the most important element of keeping family life balanced. Janet at last
had the opportunity to pursue her desired career path as a first-generation adult learner.

Ann
As one of the youngest participants in this study, Ann, 27, could be characterized as a
focused millennial. She had a detailed plan of action implemented for her future. She had been
married to her husband for six years and, during the time of data collection for this study, had
three children with a fourth one on the way. Needless to say, Ann’s life was full of
responsibilities.
Ann noted that prior to turning 25, she had enrolled in a vocational program at a suburban
community college, but she could not attend her first class due to an unexpected medical issue.
She never attended class, which resulted in a failing grade. Due to this negative experience, she
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decided that she wanted nothing to do with the institution again. As such, she and her husband
needed to determine an alternative plan of action that would allow one of them to work, while
the other one moved forward with earning a professional certification or academic credential. As
such, Ann ended up working full time to support her husband so that he could attend an
automotive program in a different state. After her husband graduated from his automotive
program, he moved back to Illinois, and they both continued to work and save money. “I worked
at a bank, and he worked at a [car] dealership as a mechanic for awhile, and I became pregnant
again,” Ann stated. That happened for a few years.
At age 25, Ann attempted to move forward with her education and found success. She
began to take coursework at a rural community college in the western region of Illinois and
completed her associate degree in two years. Ann stated, “I finally graduated in December with
my associate’s degree! I was just going to stop with an associate’s, but then I got accepted to
MWU.” Her goal was to work for a human services-related organization in which she could
provide outpatient services at a hospital or local clinic.
Ann and her husband had recently purchased their first home in the rural area where she
attended the two-year college. Thus, they were limited to pursuing academic credentials to the
regional, geographic area in which they lived. Even though they had purchased their house in a
rural area of the state, Ann stated that she “didn’t want her children to be limited with their
education.” Having completed her associate degree and currently in the process of earning her
bachelor degree, she wanted to be a role model and to show her children that a formal education
could be attainable if one took time to focus on it.
In addition to coursework, Ann took time to work with professors in order to better
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understand research. “I feel like I’m providing for my children in a different way by working
with professors who do research. I’m improving myself in order to improve the lives of my
husband and kids,” Ann stated. She liked learning about “testing theories---what works, what
doesn’t---and how such theories make an impact on people,” she remarked. She believes that
understanding research can help her more thoroughly in her practice-oriented career goals.
Aside from schoolwork, Ann does not have much time for anything else related to school.
She noted her family and part-time job as occupying her time, which meant that she could not
devote much more additional time to extracurricular activities on campus. Discussing activities
on campus, Ann stated, “I just never have the time to check any of them out.” Despite her
inability to participate in other activities on campus, Ann indicated her desire to be well prepared
academically, which was why she took her coursework so seriously at MWU. Her preparation
could help her to prepare her children further to be connected to education when they grew up.

Maria
At 29 years of age, Maria had a lot of responsibilities to address in life, along with a few
significant points of worry, as she pursued her social science-based undergraduate program.
“I’m a first-generation Mexican immigrant to this country, and . . . education isn’t really that
important in our culture,” Maria exclaimed. Most people in her family and, more broadly, in her
culture, as she described, “get a job, support their spouse, and have kids.” Thus, when Maria
finished high school, she began working minimum-wage jobs. “I worked at a daycare. I worked
at a fast-food restaurant. I worked in retail. I knew that I didn’t want to be doing this till I’m
60,” she said. “If I’m working an $8.00 per hour job, I’m not going to be able to get a
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mortgage,” Maria continued. “I wouldn’t be able to get a car loan, so I needed to do something.”
As a result, Maria’s experiences in low-paying, dead-end jobs were one reason that prompted her
to change course and attend college later in life as a first-generation adult learner. She began to
attend a community college at 26 years of age and earned her associate degree in two and a half
years. Without any lapse in time, she continued with her education at MWU.
When asked about her transition to undergraduate education at MWU as an adult learner,
Maria noted, “Most people don’t think that I’m almost 30. Most [traditionally age students]
think I’m their age. It is difficult though, as they have time for everything; they live on campus.”
Maria lived in a far west suburb of a large metropolitan area and commutes to MWU’s campus
five days per week. She spent approximately one hour commuting, each way, to and from the
institution. In addition to her commute time, her academic program exhorted students to
participate in the program’s student group. Maria commented, “It’s difficult to get time in” to
attend student association meetings, but she saw value in it. She knew that it further connected
her with the discipline and provided her with valuable tips and other information regarding
employment opportunities and graduate study.
Maria found it difficult to convey her reasons to her family about why she was pursuing
her degree later in life. “My mom still doesn’t really understand. She always asks me, ‘Why are
you at school?’” Maria found it difficult to come up with the right words to convey her
challenge in breaking stereotypes in her family’s culture. “My parents have been married for
many years, and they just don’t get it. My dad never went to school, like, never ever. He’s
never set foot in a school. He’s basically illiterate. He only knows very basic, basic writing and
reading. My mom only went up to the third grade. So they just don’t get it. My dad doesn’t ask
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as many questions as my mom. It’s just that they don’t realize that I have to be here [at the
university] every day.” Yet she continued to move forward with her education, as she also
wanted to be a role model for her children.
Despite the challenges Maria and her family faced, she was determined to do well in
school. She had a 3.9 GPA at the time of the interview and felt supported, internally, by the
faculty in her degree program. Maria stated that the faculty within the discipline had been highly
supportive of her success. However, she did not want other students to think that she was using
her ethnicity to get through school. She said that she thought a few people in her program
believed she was in the program due to affirmative action measures. Yet she knew other
students who had been great resources and supports. Maria looked forward to completing her
program in the near future as a first-generation adult learner.

Don
At 47, Don enrolled in undergraduate education at MWU to obtain a bachelor degree. He
knew that the bachelor degree was necessary for him to get a management position in a company
when he earned his degree. He was also pursuing his undergraduate education so that he could
be an even better role model to his two children than he was already. He also had a sense of
humor and was keenly aware that he was older than most undergraduate students at MWU. At
the beginning of the interview, Don noted, “I’m just waiting for my AARP card to come in the
mail. I bet it will arrive tomorrow.” Yet despite the age difference between him and most of his
counterparts, Don was happy with his decision to pursue his undergraduate education later in
life.
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Don talked about his successful career with a large food store known throughout the
region, which he had held for more than 20 years. He started at the company when he was in his
early 20s and worked his way up the ladder to store manager. After years of doing the same
repetitive work, Don expressed his frustration of not being able to spend time on the weekends
with his children and missing out on other family time during the holidays. Don was able to
walk away from his job due to his wife’s work promotion. Her promotion allowed him the time
and flexibility to go back to school and be able to care for their children.
After transferring to MWU, Don noted a few things about his transition experiences. He
found it quite easy to communicate with his professors, because many of them were about his
age. Interestingly, Don indicated, “I think that they tend to give me a little bit more effort in time
because they realize that I am not making the same mistakes that, say, younger first-time
students would have been making . . . and they do not have life experience.” Don indicated that
even though he was not a graduate student, a faculty member allowed him to work in a way
similar to a teaching assistant (TA). His professor saw the value in having him in class and
recognized his strong interpersonal skills that he honed when working in his previous job. Don
stated, “I find it ever enjoyable working with other students, . . . plus I find myself not being
disconnected generation-wise, which, being a Gen-Xer myself, I am kind of in the middle
between the baby boomers and the millennials.” His previous interactions and current
responsibilities working in a TA-like position have been an enjoyable part of his transition to
formal, post-secondary education.
In addition to his involvement in the classroom, Don was also busy working as a
volunteer in the student mentoring program at the institution. The mentoring program is a way
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for current students who have already acclimated themselves to the institution to work with new,
incoming transfer students. Specifically, student mentors work one-on-one with new transfer
students by orienting them to the campus and helping them locate resources and offices. Don
noted that “[the program] matches you with an incoming person, and you could be their mentor,
and they can ask mentors questions. The mentor assists them with whatever their concerns are.”
He noted this as a way for him to be more connected to MWU.
Internal support was another area in which Don provided insight. Don was quick to point
out that he did not receive any support from his parents. “They are old and retired. They make a
lot of comments like, ‘That’s a lot of time. Why are you wasting your money? We did fine and
we didn’t go to college.’” Don also noted that all the grandchildren in the family received
resistance from his parents as well. Don’s parents had tried many times to persuade him to
pursue trade school and not pursue formal, higher education. However, Don could not be easily
persuaded. He made a conscious choice to move forward with his education, which he did not
regret. Overall, Don did not note any problems transitioning to undergraduate education at
MWU.

Chloe
Eager to participate in the study, Chloe, 31, lived about 50 miles away from MWU. She
was originally from a town located on the east coast. Chloe was quick to point out that she never
thought she would ever go to college. “I did terribly in high school,” she said. Chloe indicated
that she did not have any direction in life and none of her friends from high school went to
college, either. As a result, Chloe worked a number of restaurant jobs and a number of other
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low-paying jobs that did not provide any satisfaction for her or provide any kind of financial
security. She could not tolerate doing the same rote tasks repetitively anymore and needed a
change.
Ten years after high school and still living out on the east coast, Chloe identified one
moment that changed things for her. One day, after many bad days working as a server, Chloe
had just completed working a 12-hour day and had made only $37 in tips. “It was the worst day
for me. I walked in the next day and quit. I was like, ‘This is it. I’m done’”, she exclaimed. At
that time, in her late 20s, Chloe notified her mother, who had just relocated to Illinois for her job,
and told her that she quit her job and needed to find something different. Her mom offered to
have her come out to Illinois and begin something new. However, before she could make the
move, she had a few obstacles to overcome with the father of her daughter. When she had
overcome those obstacles, she moved to Illinois and her “mom was willing to help with watching
her daughter” as she pursued her undergraduate education.
Transitioning to undergraduate education had been sometimes puzzling to Chloe. She
described it as “a really big maze. That’s probably one downfall to being a college student when
you don’t have anyone in your family that’s gone to college. You don’t know how to tap into
those resources.” Determining how to piece the admissions process together was challenging,
but she was forced to learn it quickly.
Discussing her interactions with traditionally aged students in the classroom, Chloe noted
that she initially lacked the confidence to make contributions to class discussions in which she
had conviction for her thoughts. Chloe indicated that she was learning how to make a more
concerted effort to interject her ideas with others who were younger. She also noted that there
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had been times when she tried to initiate small conversations with other traditionally aged
students, before or after class, and received harsh feedback. Chloe noted that age has caused
some separation between younger learners and herself. Despite such experiences, Chloe did not
let it bother her and moved forward with making sure she was learning as much as possible in
her classes later in life as a first-generation adult learner.

Sheena
Sheena was a 50-year-old student who took classes in a science-based field. Sheena first
began to explain her family history. “My grandmother never completed past third or fourth
grade. My mother completed high school and got married right away and had me . . . and then
later got divorced,” she noted. Even though Sheena’s grandmother never completed grade
school, she helped her grandmother’s business during her teen and young adult years. She was
strongly connected to her strong-willed grandmother, who emigrated to the United States from
Ireland many years ago. Sheena noted her grandmother’s strong work ethic. “She worked her
whole life, and she’d gotten to the point where she was able to run her own business, and family
members, like my mother, could help her,” she noted. Sheena noted clearly her strong family
ties, but “nobody had gone to college.” As a result, Sheena worked full-time and got married
and then had a child of her own.
As the years progressed, working a number of full-time jobs and as her daughter grew
older, Sheena began to think about making a change in her life and doing something entirely
different. After engaging in several discussions with her husband and daughter, Sheena decided
to pursue formal education. However, upon arriving at MWU, she was faced with a barrage of
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learning opportunities and majors to choose from in order to proceed with her goals. She
continued to have conversations with extended family members and pursued a science-based
field of study.
Upon matriculating into her undergraduate program, Sheena noted that she knew that she
was older than most students but that “there’s a huge element of 20-something stuck in me. I
never really worried about being older, mentally.” She had always believed she could connect
with traditionally aged students. As for connections with faculty, she had had great success.
Although most of her classes were virtual, she noted that she preferred hybrid courses the most
as they allowed her flexibility in addressing family and other personal obligations.
Another area concerning her transition to undergraduate education was returning to the
mindset of learning new material. She noted that learning had changed a great deal. Sheena
noted difficulty with some academic content upon entering post-secondary education later in life.
She commented. “That’s a disadvantage to people whose family aren’t already educated. If
there’s no nuts and bolts help, that can be hard.” However, she noted that looking for and using
tutorials was valuable.
Sheena indicated that she did not utilize many resources at school. She noted that she
was a highly determined person and focused on what she needed to do in order to complete her
program of study. She stayed connected to faculty and spent a great deal of time studying new
materials. However, when she had problems, she did not hesitate to ask for help. Faculty and
staff had been extremely helpful in her time at MWU.
As for her thoughts on MWU, she believed that the institution’s outreach and admissions
focus was on traditionally aged learners and believed more needed to be done with adult learners.
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She also noted that her science-based undergraduate program seemed to be extremely rigorous,
which she believed would help her make the most of her academic experience at the institution.
Overall, she had been happy with her undergraduate program’s commitment to students, and she
was glad she had made the decision to pursue it, even if it was in a later stage of life.

Diana
Diana, 40, was the final person to consent to this study. At the time of the data
collection, she was married and had no children. She began her undergraduate degree at 34 years
of age and was currently nearing the end of her degree program. She had been taking her time
completing her degree due to a medical problem that had begun a few years earlier. Yet Diana
was open to discussing her experiences that led to her decision to pursue formal education later
in life.
After high school, Diana said, she did not go off to college as did many of her high
school friends. No one in her immediate family had ever pursued college, so there was no drive
for her to attend college. Instead, she decided to work full time and at last chose a job in the
medical field, which she held for many years until she was injured on the job. She noted, “I
decided to change my profession and go with something that was not so hard [on my body].”
She had first started her college career several years earlier at a community college. She
attended the community college for several years and completed her general education
requirements. Upon completing her undergraduate requirements, she decided to transition to
MWU to obtain a bachelor degree. Diana’s end goal was to find a less physically taxing job and
better herself over time.
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As for her transition to MWU, Diana noted that it has been easy for her because she did
not have children, as did many of the other students at the institution. “I just have an annoying
dog that likes to bark at me,” said Diana. When asked about her experiences at MWU, Diana
noted, “it’s gone pretty easy for me being an adult learner. No issues at all.” Diana also noted
that her undergraduate program had its own on-boarding process for new students so she was
able to become acclimated to the program upon transferring to the institution. She kept her focus
on the goal of graduating with her bachelor degree, which provided her with the constant
motivation needed to succeed with her goals.
She also credited her ability to move forward with her coursework to her support system.
She noted that her husband had been her biggest external supporter since she had begun her
college career. “He always tries to encourage me,” she stated of her husband. During her
moments of defeat, Diana stated that her husband had been responsive and caring and usually
provided her with the words and motivation necessary to continue. As for internal supports,
Diana had utilized tutoring services to make her way through a few classes, and she found such
resources helpful. Thus, Diana noted that she had made the right decision to pursue formal
education later in life as a first-generation adult learner.

CHAPTER 5
RESEARCH FINDINGS

The purpose of this case study was to explore and describe the transition experiences of
first-generation adult learners to formal, undergraduate education. Specifically, the study
examined how transitions unfolded for 10 first-generation adult learners at one research-focused
university in the midwest. The commonalities that surfaced in the data were organized into
major themes, which are described in-depth in this chapter. As such, this case study was guided
by three research questions:
1. How do first-generation adult learners describe their transition experiences into an
undergraduate degree program?
2. What institutional supports do first-generation adult learners seek out during their
transition to undergraduate education?
3. What external supports do first-generation adult learners seek out during their
transition to undergraduate education?
Each research participant brought a unique vantage point and set of historical experiences
concerning his or her educational transition experiences to this study. The participants’
perceptions of the ways in which they transitioned to formal, undergraduate education, showed
that all of them encountered significant challenges over time that prompted them to go to college.
Based on the analysis of data collected from individual interviews with the 10 participants, four
major themes emerged from the data to respond to the three research questions, including (1) life
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events and disruptions as catalyst for change, (2) navigating transition through undergraduate
education, (3) identification and use of institutional support sources, and (4) identification and
use of external support sources. Each of these four major themes was accompanied by several
subthemes, which provided additional understanding of participants’ perceptions and experiences
about the phenomenon under investigation.
The first major theme of this study focused on the life events and disruptions that
participants experienced that ultimately became the catalyst that prompted change in their lives.
In particular, they described their transition experiences to formal education. For them, the only
way they could make a significant change in their lives was through formal education. It was
either a way for them to break negative cyclical issues they had encountered over a period of
time or because they encountered a major issue that required them to drastically change their life
paths. As such, their life experiences prompted several subthemes. When participants were
asked to describe their transition experiences into undergraduate education, they provided insight
spanning three subthemes, which included (1) relationship and family-related events, (2) selfawareness through personal discovery, and (3) dismal job outlook.
The second major theme of the study highlighted the ways in which participants
navigated transition through undergraduate education. All 10 participants described the ways in
which they made meaning of their transition experiences as first-generation adult learners. Three
subthemes were identified, which included (1) experiences of anxiety and self-doubt, (2)
comparisons between themselves and traditionally aged learners, and (3) understanding of and
preferences for their own teaching and learning needs.
The third major theme of the study addressed the identification of institutional support
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sources. Specifically, research participants were asked to describe the institutional sources of
support they sought out during their transition to undergraduate education. The question
prompted participants to discuss two subthemes, which included (1) individual academic
program support and (2) navigating university-wide information and resources.
The fourth major theme of this case study was concentrated on the identification and use
of external support sources. Participants were asked to discuss the external support sources they
sought out during their transition experience to undergraduate education. All research
participants discussed ways in which family, friends, and other elements affected or influenced
their transition experiences.

Life Events and Disruptions as the Catalyst for Change
People are faced with an array of transitions throughout their lifetimes. The individuals
who participated in this study were no different from anyone else. All of them encountered lifechanging situations or had circumstances that prompted them to transition to undergraduate
education as first-generation adult learners. Challenges that precipitated their transition to
postsecondary education at a later point in life included events such as pregnancy, raising
children, addressing a child with special needs, experiencing divorce, becoming a single-parent,
giving up a child for adoption, desiring an entirely new career trajectory, and/or experiencing
limitations in their current career path. No matter the reason for transitioning to undergraduate
education, participants believed that pursuing an undergraduate degree would be the best way in
which to address the obstacles they faced. The major themes and associated subthemes
presented here include the ways research participants experienced and idealized traversing new
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roads to change and happiness.

Relationship and Family-Related Events
After listening to participants’ stories, it was clear that many of them faced both
unexpected and expected challenges in life, which compounded further when children became
involved. Challenges that they encountered initially prompted them to pursue life paths that did
not include post-secondary education after high school. Essentially, many of them had to put
their aspirations on hold because of the added responsibilities they encountered as parents or, in
one case, due to the death of a child. Yet participants noted resoundingly that part of the reason
for pursuing a bachelor degree later in life was so that they could still enhance the quality of their
lives, including the lives of their families.
Alex, for example, faced several challenges in his early 20s. Specifically, he discussed
the challenges he faced that prompted him to consider and move forward with his undergraduate
education, explaining,
I was in a bad relationship with my girlfriend for many years. I was faced with the reality
of making money, taking care of my girlfriend, and having a home. I didn’t have any
goals. I realized that the money I was making was not good enough. At that time, my
girlfriend told me she was pregnant, and so we began preparing for [the arrival of] our
baby. Everything was going fine until after she gave birth. Our baby ended up passing
away shortly after he was born. Not long after my kid died, my relationship with my
girlfriend fell apart, and then we went our separate ways. It was a very difficult time for
me. I saw my peers progressing in life. I saw them buying houses and having families. I
felt conflicted about my future. It was then that I realized that I needed to move forward
with my life and started thinking about going to college.
The situation Alex found himself in during his early 20s was a difficult and painful experience.
Alex chose to address the challenges he faced by bettering himself through formal education.
His journey was not a simple one, but he did not want to continue operating in the same cycle as
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before. Thus, he chose to make a drastic change in his life.
Although different in scope, Kathy also discussed the conflicted feelings she had about
speaking with her mother about the challenges she faced raising her daughter. “I just couldn’t do
it. I couldn’t give my daughter what she deserved,” Kathy said. Having been hopeless about her
situation, Kathy decided to discuss her situation with her mother that was ultimately met with
disapproval. She commented,
[My boyfriend] decided that he didn’t want a baby after I got pregnant. I discussed my
situation with my mother, and she said she would disown me if I had the baby and gave
her up for adoption. So, I kept her for one year. I could not provide anything for her...I
just wasn’t functional. I was not good at anything. I couldn’t work a decent job to pay
for simple things like food and diapers. I ended up giving her up for adoption. It’s an
open adoption, and I have seen her regularly. She’s 13 years old now. I often say that I
will make her proud of me. I want to show her that I gave her up to better both of our
lives. I don’t want her to think that I gave her up and did not do anything with my time.
So I’m going to school for her.
Kathy finally made a difficult choice and took responsibility for it. She had not expected such a
scenario to unfold early in life, but Kathy began to think about ways in which to move forward
and make progress yet provide her daughter with an opportunity to live a secure life as well.
Like Kathy, Janet also encountered some challenges along the way. Janet discussed her
experiences related to raising two energetic young boys. When she learned the news that her
younger son had autism, Janet did not let it faze her. “My son has autism, so there is the
potential that I’ll have to support him for the rest of my life,” she stated. “I wanted do something
that would give us the best life possible in later years,” Janet commented. She tried to find
manageable ways to address raising both her sons and found some great psychologists to help
her tackle her youngest son’s psychological needs. Janet noted that both sons provided her with
great joy, but she wanted to find a better work/life situation than what she had when she was
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younger. Janet was aware that she had to do something different to make the most of life for
herself and her two sons while she could, so she began to contemplate pursuing formal, postsecondary education.
Alex, Kathy, and Janet encountered circumstances that made it difficult to pursue college
right after high school. Yet Chloe had a different set of circumstances that led her to thinking
about college later in life. The first situation that prompted her to consider an undergraduate
degree was ascribed to long-standing relationship issues with a currently former significant
other. “I had a tumultuous relationship with my ex-boyfriend. It was really bad. There was a lot
of abuse on both sides and the relationship ended terribly. It became really clear to me that I
wasn’t going to go anywhere without an education,” Chloe lamented. Over the course of a few
years, Chloe began to realize that her life situation was not optimal. She knew that this part of
her life required some attention, and so she began to contemplate formal education.
Sheena began to contemplate higher education later in life after having children. After
high school, Sheena worked full-time for many years and then chose to have a family, something
not uncommon among adult learners. After establishing a family, Sheena decided to focus more
on this idea. Sheena remarked,
I had a daughter and I didn’t go back to work after she was born. As it turned out, we
had her evaluated pretty young, and she’s on the spectrum. . . . She has ADHD like her
dad. At that time, we also found out she was gifted. I kept thinking, . . . this kid needs to
pursue this [giftedness]. We’re going to take her as far [in education] as possible. I have
to afford this, and [she] has been a huge motivator for me. I want to provide, so I’m
going to need a good job. I had the opportunity to do something with my time and
realized I wanted to provide for this child, so I decided to go to school to get a [bachelor]
degree.
In this case, Sheena realized her desire to pursue formal education later in life as a result of her
daughter’s individual needs, and her mindset for such pursuits were based on setting and
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achieving goals to obtain a higher-paying job.
Most participants realized they were traversing difficult paths related in some way to
horrible events, tumultuous family situations, or unstable employment paths. Some of them,
such as Alex, encountered the death of a child, while Kathy experienced a horrific hang gliding
accident and also gave up her daughter for adoption. For other participants, such as Chloe, a
caustic relationship was the impetus for change, and Sheena decided to start a family early in
life. All these scenarios prompted participants to pursue formal, post-secondary education.

Self-Awareness Through Personal Discovery
A common subtheme that surfaced in the study was rooted in self-awareness through
personal discovery. Many participants described the ways in which they became more aware of
their sense of self through encounters they had over time with other people and life situations.
The self-awareness aspect was a component that was realized among all participants, yet they all
navigated this element differently.
Alex became more self-aware of who he was and what he wanted for his life through a
variety of self-discovery experiences. Alex stated,
Adult learners are more focused on what’s important. We understand what’s important
versus what’s cool. As we get older, we tend to see the truth about life more clearly;
often times, it’s unveiled harshly. We have responsibilities and we finally figure out
what matters in life as we get older. Our skills are what matter, which determines what
we can bring to the [proverbial] table. As an adult, my education, my degree, my
progressing in life, is my number one thing. We don’t become anything if we don’t do
anything with ourselves.
Alex took great pride in reflecting on some abstract elements that comprised his life path. More
importantly, however, was his decision to make a paradigm shift in his thinking about where he
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wanted to go in life, which included obtaining formal, post-secondary education to reach such
goals.
Yet Alex was not alone in his quest for something better. Kathy also noted importance
about the uncertainty in her life during her adolescent years. Kathy noted,
After my accident, I thought about it, . . . what I have done in the past versus what I want
to do in the future. I’m a horribly selfish person . . . and I like to be happy. So I asked
myself, “What would make me happiest if I had to do it every day?” So I thought
“veterinarian” happened to be that route. So I decided to go to school.
Significant events, such as the one Kathy encountered, did not deter her from making a change in
her life. Her challenge led to a transformation that included a newfound focus that included
education.
Alex and Kathy were not the only participants to discuss the realization of self-discovery
through a variety of life experiences. Maria noted that her personal discovery was rooted in
reflecting on her family’s overall view of education. Maria explained,
In our culture, especially for women, graduating high school is really all that is expected
. . . and that is an awesome accomplishment. No one is really planning for you [young
women] to go to college. Even my mom still doesn’t really understand why I’m going to
school. She always asks me, “Why are you at school?”
Maria’s observations of her family’s view of education, influenced by a self-described Mexican
cultural context, prompted her to break old stereotypes and make significant changes by pursuing
post-secondary education.
As in Alex, Kathy, and Maria’s cases, Don noted two reasons related to personal
discovery that were instrumental for him in choosing to pursue formal, postsecondary education
in his late 40s. Similar to Maria, Don constantly encountered resistance from both his parents
throughout his life, as they did not attend college. Yet Don’s descriptions of his interactions with
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his parents about the subject were more intense than what Maria had encountered. Don
reflected,
Honestly, I’ve experienced pushback from my own parents. They’re old and retired,
which people might think that’s strange, but I’m going to be the first one in my family to
go to college. I get a lot of flack about “why”: “why are you wasting your time” and
“why are you wasting your money” from them. I don’t know if it’s jealousy on my
parent’s part, but they have an old mindset that “we did fine on our own without college.”
After years of encountering comments such as these whenever he discussed the idea of attending
postsecondary education, Don finally reached the point where he was tired of receiving such
resistance each time he brought up the idea and decided to make a change. Thus, he was able to
quit his job and enroll in an undergraduate program at MWU.
Interestingly, Don also noted that perhaps his parents might be a bit jealous that he made
the decision to pursue something that they may have secretly wanted to pursue themselves earlier
in life but never did. After he had made the choice to attend college, he ignored any negative
comments that his parents and others made related to his educational aspirations and never
looked back.
In addition to his parent’s resistance, Don also noted a second reason as a catalyst for
pursuing his degree later in life. “Based on all of the friends I’ve had, everyone that I was
around had some kind of degree and that was---to me, in my mind---what I needed to do if I was
going to change direction completely, . . . and so I went to college,” Don said. He saw others
who had attained particular employment goals and attained higher levels of financial means,
which also significantly influenced Don’s decision to attend college later in life. Most
participants expressed difficulty with life issues and events, which were salient to their personal
discovery that prompted them to pursue formal postsecondary education later in life.
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Dismal Job Outlook
Charles talked about his need to find a “good” job, especially after he had left the United
States armed forces. To him, a “good” job was one in which he could work full-time, have
benefits, earn a modest wage to pay his bills and save some money, and have promotion
opportunities. His challenge of finding a good job was further compounded by the negative
effects of the recent recession. Charles noted,
The only jobs that I was able to get, . . . even though I had all of this military experiences
. . . were temporary jobs, such as, food staff, and other low-paying positions. So I went
looking for a better job. In my search, every job I applied for required a bachelor’s
degree or even a master’s degree. Even though I had all this experience and background,
I was told that I needed to upgrade and get a credential, which forced me into college.
Charles was one of the few participants who indicated the dismal job market and recent recession
as some of the reasons for pursuing post-secondary education later in life.
Janet also noted challenges with finding a good job early on in her life. She, too,
indicated that a “good” job entailed all the same attributes that Charles described in his
interview. As such, Janet stated,
I joined the military right out of high school. After seven years, I got a medical
discharge. I moved to a few different states and ended up back here [in Illinois] with my
family and got a factory job. It’s hard work and my body started wearing out. And so I
thought to myself about going to school.
Moreover, Janet stated, “It was just the thoughts in my head about turning 40 and thinking, ‘I
can’t do this [job] until I retire.’ Actually, I’ll never be able to retire based on current salary and
employment.” Feeling limited in life by a difficult and low-paying job and her feelings of
hopelessness were, for Janet, major factors that prompted her to consider making a drastic
change in her life. Several participants agreed that finding good, stable employment was
difficult and that formal education was one way to address their challenges of finding suitable
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job opportunities. They had common experiences that prompted them to make drastic changes in
their lives.
Like Janet, Maria also noted dismal job opportunities that prompted her to pursue formal,
higher education as a first-generation adult learner. Maria explained, “I was working minimumwage jobs all the time. I worked at a daycare. I worked in retail and, at that point, decided that I
don’t want to do that until I’m 60.” Similar to Janet, Maria also wanted to make a change. She
continued, “I wanted to do something different with my life and never followed through.” Thus,
she began thinking about options that would allow her to make a significant change in her life.
With respect to ending old career experiences and finding new opportunities, Don noted
that his long-standing job at a major food retail company had come to an end. Don commented,
After 20 years of working full-time as a grocery store manager, as well as having a
family and kids, I decided to go to school. I’m done working the holidays and not having
the weekends to spend with my family. I had an opportunity with my wife’s work to be
able to walk away from my job. I needed to get out of that situation and needed to start
over, so I decided to go get my degree.
Don noted that the ability to make a change was based primarily on his wife’s employment.
After years of the same old employment routine, he believed it was time to break the cycle and
began to explore other options for change, which prompted him to pursue a formal education.
Chloe also expressed her reasons for pursuing a degree. She noted her history of jobs,
which lacked any kind of financial stability or security, and said,
I was working as a waitress. The best way to describe my turning point was I was a
hamster on a wheel . . . spinning and spinning and spinning . . . going nowhere. One day,
after working a 12-hour shift and making only $37 in tips, I walked in the next day and
quit. At that point, I decided I needed to change my life.
As with other participants, Chloe’s lack of a financially secure position and the worries associated with rising living expenses compelled her to regroup and consider a new direction in life.
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Similarly, Diana remarked on the need to find a better job due to a job-related injury and
explained,
In the mid-1990s, I injured my back. At that time, I was working as a CNA [certified
nursing assistant], which made it even more difficult to do my job. I had to keep working
the job to make money. Years later, I finally decided to change my profession and go
with something that was not so hard on my back.
The physical demands that Diana had encountered in her day-to-day work could not continue as
she had strained her back severely when working in the nursing field. As a result, she made the
move to pursue her formal education through an online program at MWU.
Diana’s story and those of the other participants indicate that for the majority of them,
they had life experiences that compelled them to make drastic changes that would create better
living situations for themselves. In addition, many of them thought that they were responsible
for their lives and, thus, were the ones who needed to initiate the change they desperately wanted
to see in their lives due to lacking skills needed to obtain a good job. This and other life events
encouraged participants to pursue undergraduate degrees.

Navigating Transition into Undergraduate Education
Transitioning into something new, such as an undergraduate degree program, can be
difficult for new learners. For some, beginning their education at a community college before
transferring to MWU was the life path they took, but others began their postsecondary education
for the first time at MWU. In either case, participants in this study had to understand and address
how to deal with personal self-doubt and anxiety, become accustomed to learning in the
classroom or online environment, and navigate being older than many of the students and even
some professors in their classes. As such, this major theme described how participants navigated
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the transition process at MWU.

Anxiety and Self-Doubt
Many participants in this study described their thoughts of transitioning into a university
environment later in life as first-generation adult learners. Anxiousness and doubtfulness often
clouded their thoughts about their capacities to succeed. Moreover, this also fueled difficult
emotions for them about integrating into the classroom with traditionally aged learners. Alex
noted that his transition experience at MWU was challenging. Alex discussed several issues that
made it difficult to move successfully into the new undergraduate learning environment upon
coming to the university. The first issue related to anxiety. Alex stated, “[I] don’t feel like I
belong. They [students] don’t say it, but it’s all in their body language. It’s almost like when
you’re in somebody’s home and you’re not welcome.” During his interview, Alex noticed the
differences between those who came from the dominant culture versus those from a minority
culture, as he himself did, when on campus. He felt that not everyone was welcoming, and often
felt like an outsider.
Kathy noted anxiety in other ways. Kathy stated, “I’m here now and I’m applying
myself.” Kathy was pursuing an undergraduate degree in a science-related field, which she
needed to complete in order to apply to graduate school. Kathy’s anxiety was about the fear that
she would not be able to succeed and that her goals of completing graduate school would be
destroyed. “I have to see if I really make it. What if I don’t?” Kathy continued, “If I don’t
make it, then I will have spent the last four years doing something that’s not going to happen.”
For Kathy, constant questioning of her own abilities made it sometimes difficult to move forward
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in her degree program. Yet she noted that she tried to maintain a balanced perspective to keep
her on the path to success.
Regarding another form of anxiety, Ann noted self-doubt in working with traditionally
aged learners in her classes. “It’s been difficult for me to relate to younger college students as
I’ve been on my own for a while and have been married for six years. The usual reaction [to her
age] is ‘You’re married?’, ‘You have kids?’, or ‘Are you crazy---why are you in school?’” She
explained,
It was overwhelming at first because it is such a big campus. It was also overwhelming
for me because I cannot participate and be immersed in the college culture since I
commute a long-distance each way, I’m married, I have kids, and I work part-time. So I
really cannot do anything but come to class.
Ann’s feelings of self-doubt were not uncommon among other participants. Maria also noted
self-doubt and anxiety concerning her academic abilities in relation to other learners. Maria
reflected,
I never really questioned my intelligence. It’s just that I’ve always felt insecure because
I’ve never had the opportunities that most of the other learners have had. I’ve been told
that I’m smart, and I’ve never doubted it. However, I just really wasn’t ready for this
school. The field that I’m in is very hard, . . . and the vocabulary that the professors use
is quite technical. My parents never had an education, so I grew up using basic
vocabulary.
During the interview, Maria noted that she believed that the culture she experienced growing up,
compared to that of the institution, had been difficult to navigate. However, she did not let that
deter her from attaining her undergraduate degree.
Maria continued discussing the cultural aspects of her transition to MWU and said,
It’s hard being in this field. In this program, 97% of the students are White females. So
when I walk into a classroom, it’s like 50 shades of blond. I feel like . . . people will
think I’m in the program because I’m Mexican and was admitted through an affirmative
action measure, which was not the case.
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Since she matriculated into her program, Maria had been conscious of cultural differences that
existed at the institution. She found the program faculty, however, to be the support that she
needed in her education.
Other participants provided examples of challenges transitioning into the classroom.
Chloe discussed her lack of self-confidence when she transitioned, for example, into an honors
class, and explained,
I lacked confidence. Having confidence would have made a big difference for me. It
means that you are able to say things with conviction. I couldn’t do it in my first two
honors classes. I just couldn’t find the confidence that I needed in this class because of
one guy who was much younger and a complete jerk to me.
Chloe struggled with finding her voice and navigating less collaborative students who prompted
aggravation, which made her wonder if all honors classes would yield the same experiences in
the future. However, she moved forward cautiously with her honors courses
Self-doubt and anxiety were not the experience of all participants, especially Don and
Diana. Don could have been considered an outlier when it came to the topic of self-doubt and
anxiety. He noted experiences that were quite different from the rest of the participants who
consented to this study. Don’s outgoing personality most likely contributed to his overall
positive experiences at MWU. Don commented,
I was [initially] worried about being the old guy in the classroom---I thought I would
really stand out; however, that’s not the case, . . . as I get along with most of my
classmates, even the ones who are much younger than me. My fellow classmates tend to
come to me. They find it easier to talk to me than to go to the professor. Even though
they know I’m older, I somehow have this ability to relate to them. I think it’s from my
years of managing young people in my previous job, and I feel very at ease conversing
with them.
Don noted in his interview that he found it enjoyable interacting with younger learners; he
thought it was necessary for him to maintain conversations with them so that he would not
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become disconnected with other learners, especially those whose generational differences were
apparent. Maintaining connections with younger learners provided Don with a greater sense of
connection to the university.
Similar to Don, Diana did not sense any self-doubt or anxiety transitioning into the
undergraduate education with traditionally aged learners. Diana noted,
I really didn’t have any bad experiences. I just started interacting with students when I
was online or on-campus. The first day of class, I kept thinking “Who do I talk to?,” so I
just started talking to people. It all started falling into place for me.
Even when Diana spent time on-campus, she never sensed any challenges or inability to connect
with anyone of any age.
Overall, most participants had to navigate cultural differences, as well as age and
generational differences in the classroom. Specifically, participants noted differences in
interactions between the majority population and the minority populations. In addition, many
participants noted age differences in interactions with younger learners. Different from most
participants, however, two participants expressed no issues in relation to cultural differences or
age differences. Thus, those two participants did not note any impediment on their abilities to
move forward with their formal education.

Comparisons Between Themselves
and Traditionally Aged Learners
People often compare themselves to others in a variety of social contexts. In this study,
most participants described times when they knowingly compared themselves to younger
students. Charles noted,
Being an adult learner in a more traditional setting is an advantage for me because of my
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age and experience. I know what it takes [to succeed], and I know what to do as far as
studying is concerned; I’m disciplined. I don’t have any of the distractions that younger
students are faced with . . . like alcohol and dating problems.
During the interview, Charles noted that he had already experienced the ebb and flow that comes
with being young, especially nights out partying and dating people. He was no longer concerned
with such things as his priority and focus was to pursue an education.
Similar to Charles, other participants also mentioned comparisons between themselves
and traditionally aged learners. Alex, for example, stated,
First-generation adult learners have a different set of pressures than those who are more
traditional aged students. A lot of the traditional aged students around here don’t seem to
worry about paying bills and being responsible. I hear them complaining about trivial
things all the time in class. It’s kind of annoying.
The level of responsibility that Alex was forced to encounter early in life was dissimilar to the
daily lives of traditionally aged learners, which came with a significant sense of frustration.
Similar to Charles and Alex, Kathy also noted a distinction in the responsibilities between
first-generation adult learners and traditionally aged learners and explained,
It’s frustrating. They [traditionally aged learners] go out drinking or they go out and get
tattoos and piercings. They go home 100 miles away on the weekends to be with their
family and friends. I’m different because I don’t do those things, . . . and I own a house
near here. They eat at McDonald’s, Subway, and Pizza Hut, while I actually bake and
cook my meals at home each day. I realize they are in a different place in life than me.
So I have limited socialization outside of the classroom with them.
Although Kathy identified the stark contrasts between what she conceptualized as being adult in
comparison to her traditionally aged counterparts, she was confident about what she could deal
with and what she chose to keep separate from her interaction with others on-campus.
With respect to differences between adult learners and traditionally aged learners, Ann
also commented on the ways in which she differed as a first-generation adult learner. Ann
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lamented, “A lot of people aren’t prepared to decide what they’re going to do for the rest of their
life. Some kids don’t even have a job or any sort of realistic life skills by the time they’re 18. I
find that sometimes happens here.” Ann’s personal experiences that led her to undergraduate
education later in life provided her with life experiences that younger learners have not yet
experienced, such as being on her own and not being financially dependent on her parents. As
the youngest participant in this study, Ann also found that her interactions with many
traditionally aged learners in the classroom were sometimes cumbersome. Transitioning to
MWU later in life as a first-generation adult learner, Ann believed that her ideas were different
from those of most students. She noted some peculiarities regarding classroom engagement with
other students, especially as it related to her personal beliefs.
When talking about a recent classroom discussion, Ann said that her views were “on the
other end of [the spectrum than] where most college students’ views are.” In one of her evening
classes focused on resource management, the professor prompted a discussion concerning
whether it made sense for college students to live at home with their parents or move out on their
own while enrolled in school. Ann was not amused with the responses that emanated from her
traditionally aged peers and thought they should not live at home, which prompted vigorous
discussion, with almost the entire class holding the opposite view. Ann reflected,
For me, that’s a big nope. We [then boyfriend and I] had an apartment. We lived by
ourselves. Yes, many college students’ parents could probably afford to have them live
at home, but I don’t see how that makes people responsible. They’re not really learning
to live on their own. They’re still relying on their parents for some kind of support,
whether it be electricity, water, or food. They’re really not being completely
independent; I think that’s where a lot of the college liberal mindset comes from.
Ann had particular views of how life should be lived that were, at times, at odds with the
traditionally aged student population, but she never let it affect her. She continued to move
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forward with her education. Ann believed that students had to do things for themselves and not
rely upon others for assistance. She believed that when students did not live at home, they then
had “a sense of pride.” She said that people were surprised to hear about her positions on major
issues and that many traditionally aged students were surprised to learn about her age as they
thought she looked much younger than she was. Even though she sometimes had viewpoints that
differed from those of her younger peers, she continued to “make friends in classes.”
Most participants in this study provided examples of challenging encounters they
experienced transitioning to undergraduate education as a first-generation adult learner. Maria,
for example, quickly identified differences between herself and traditionally aged learners at the
beginning of the interview. She stated,
[Traditional aged learners] have it easier---they have time, and they live on campus,
where I have to drive one hour [each way] every day to get here and find it difficult to
find additional time to study. Also, many of them are not responsible for another human
being [children]. They don’t have to worry about children going to school, their
children’s homework being done each night, or making dinner for them. That all takes a
lot of time. I can’t speak for all schools [universities], but at [MWU], I feel like it’s
geared more towards traditional-aged students.
Maria addressed these responsibilities as being a constant source of struggle as she tried to get
her schoolwork accomplished on a consistent basis. When she discussed her final thoughts about
this issue, Maria noted that traditionally aged learners “don’t know how easy they have it living
at home or on campus and not having to deal with a family.”
Similar to Maria, Chloe agreed about differences between her and traditionally aged
learners and explained, “There is a different culture surrounding adult learners versus traditional
college students. It’s harder to be more accepted as an adult learner unless you’re able to prove
yourself as already having a significant amount of knowledge and experience.” She observed
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one scenario in which an older adult learner in one of her classes was able to establish credibility
due to his life experiences.
Chloe continued her explanation and said,
There is a guy named Mike in my global terrorism class. He was a Gulf War veteran, so
he knows a lot about the terrorism and war. He gets a lot of praise in the classroom
because he has experience with that stuff, and people like him.
During the interview, Chloe addressed the fact that not all adult learners in undergraduate
programs on campus could possibly have the same type of experiences that Mike had possessed,
which made her continue to compare herself with other traditionally aged learners in the
classroom.
Similarly, Don noted a skewed perception among traditionally aged learners about adult
learners. He reflected,
There is a perception that because I’m older, I’m going to finish this degree and walk out
the door, go over to some company and apply and get a job. However, that’s not
necessarily true. I’m not going to be walking out of here with my degree thinking that
I’m going to [get a job right away and] make $200k per year. This piece of paper
[degree] is what gets me in the door [for an interview].
Because Don was an adult learner, the traditionally aged students believed that he had more
experience and, therefore, would be able to get a job more quickly when he graduated than
would traditionally aged learners. This thought was shared by other participants and, in a way, it
explained how most participants perceived younger peers in their respective undergraduate
programs. Overall, participants’ cumulative personal and professional experiences prompted
them to compare themselves regularly to traditionally aged learners.
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Understanding of and Teaching
Preferences for Learning Needs
Many research participants described ways in which they learned or preferred learning as
first-generation adult learners. Some participants provided greater insight on this subject, and
others did not seem to care one way or the other about how their learning unfolded in the
classroom or online context. Not all participants noted the same preference for style of learning
or method of instruction, but there were some commonalities across the board. For example,
Charles noted his preference for taking courses through traditional means and said,
I have to have face-to-face contact, . . . and I have to be in the classroom. Online won’t
work for me; . . . it’s just too much free time and not a way I like to learn. I need the
connection of the classroom teacher and other students. The in-person discussions are
what really matter to me most.
During the interview, Charles commented that his struggle to complete online coursework at the
community college he attended prior to coming to MWU were significant. He believed that
having defined class dates and times provided him with the structure he wanted and needed to
complete his classes successfully. Moreover, Charles stated,
I show up for all of my classes on time and sit at the front of the classroom because I
don’t like to be distracted. There are a lot of distractions, so I’ve got to put those
[proverbial] blinders on. This semester, I bought a digital recorder and have been
recording my teachers’ lectures. . . . I record the lectures that I need, especially for math.
It’s been really helping me a lot.
The recorder provided Charles with an easy way to review course materials after the class ended.
Charles had identified a great way to continue practicing new concepts that would assist him in
completing his class and supplemented his instruction through homework and discussions with
tutors. The recording could provide him with a way to illustrate what his professors were
looking for regarding answers on homework and tests.
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Kathy also discussed her experiences in the context of the ways in which she learned at
the community college versus the ways in which she expected she would learn at MWU and
explained,
[A]t two-year [college], we did a lot of short answers and had to explain why we were
doing what we were doing. Whereas here, [tests] are all multiple choice---right or wrong
---you either get it or you don’t. If I can regurgitate an answer to you that I’ve been told
16 times, but I can’t tell you how I got it, I don’t think that’s beneficial, especially when
you’re trying to educate someone. People need to know the functional use for the content
in order to get through coursework. I don’t just want an “A” for my class grade. I want
to be functionally able to use what’s being taught to me later in life because it’s important
to me. I want to functionally---and practically---be able to use it in the future.
For Kathy, the process of learning new information was just as important as learning new
content. During the interview, Kathy noted that she purposely sought out additional time with
her faculty members, typically through office hours, as a way to understand the process of
learning new information more fully.
Many participants noted classroom teaching styles that were sometimes problematic. In
this regard, many participants, including Kathy, noted differences in teaching styles between the
community college faculty they worked with prior to coming to MWU and the teaching styles of
MWU faculty they encountered in their respective academic programs, which sometimes
frustrated them. Kathy reflected,
I get less one-on-one time [with MWU faculty] than I did at my previous school
[community college]. This tends to happen with [MWU] faculty that are geared towards
their research and do not seem to care about teaching students. It’s frustrating. At a twoyear institution, there isn’t any research. So all they [community college faculty] do is
teach and make themselves available to students. I wish we had more of that here.
Spending time with faculty has been helpful for Kathy, but she wished she did not have to seek it
out as much at MWU. She hoped faculty and TAs would spend more time illustrating how and
why course concepts unfolded the way they did. She believed that if she understood that process

105
better, she would spend less time in her professors’ offices asking questions.
Janet also commented on her experiences within the teaching and learning environment at
MWU. Janet explained,
It’s different here than at the community college that I went to. Even though these
classes are pretty small for what I pictured at a university, the classes at the community
college were much smaller, with only 15 to 20 people per class. Here at [MWU], I find
classes with sometimes 60 people---and that’s considered a small class. I felt like I could
interact with faculty and students better at the community college than here. It was a lot
better. Plus, it’s a lot more formal here at [MWU]. It was a huge transition coming here
because, at the community college, you can walk into anybody’s office at any time and
get assistance. They just leave the door open and you walk in and ask for assistance,
whereas here I feel it’s more formal. So that took a little getting used to -- making
appointments and not expecting a response right away from the e-mails. I do realize up
here [at MWU] I may have been just a little impatient. You forget that there are
thousands of other students. I just have to learn patience.
During the interview, Janet noted that the formality found at MWU was unanticipated, especially
in classes with more than 25 students. She also noted that the faculty seemed less accessible than
what she was accustomed to at the two-year institution she had attended previously, which could
create an intimidating feeling for new students trying to acclimate themselves to a new
institutional context.
Many of Janet’s experiences were echoed in Ann’s interview as well. Ann identified
herself as an auditory learner and found class discussions the most important element of the
learning process. “I’m an audible learner. I learn very well though lecture, just listening . . . and
taking some notes,” she stated. Although Ann also noted that she liked it when professors used
other methods to teach content, including PowerPoint presentations and journal articles, the
lecture portion of her class experience was the most rewarding element of her academic
experience. She was then able to write papers that allowed her to further critique the content
being taught in the classroom. By listening, Ann indicated that she was able to write excellent
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papers and understand theories better. She said, “So, I took a writing-across-the-curriculum
class, and I excelled at it. On every paper that I’ve written, I’ve gotten really high marks on it
because I can synthesize information really well.”
Most participants expressed a variety of teaching differences experienced in the
classroom. Don thought his learning preference was based on how courses were offered. He
reflected,
I am lucky that I walked away from work to be able to do this. Assume for a second that
I did not walk away [from my job] and I still wanted to go to school; I get that there are
online course offerings, but certain class you cannot connect with easily.
Don appreciated the traditional, face-to-face classes on campus but wished for additional options
that included courses held on the weekends and evenings. He thought that having additional
classes could make his family life that much more manageable. In addition, he noted,
I cannot take notes on a computer. I hand-write everything. Professors tell me that I can
hold onto the information better, . . . but I watch [traditionally age students] on their
computers typing notes. However, others are on the internet buying shoes, and other are
on Facebook. I try to sit at the front because I’m worried about my eyes and distraction.
Don did not believe that technology suited his learning style best. Instead, he, like many other
participants, opted for traditional means of learning, which included rote memorization
techniques.
Teaching styles among the faculty was an important element in understanding the
transition experiences of first-generation adult learners to undergraduate education. Some noted
environmental aspects that influenced their participation in their traditional classroom education.
Don believed that the classroom environment affected his learning. Don stated, “[F]rom an
environmental standpoint, . . . it’s like you are [learning] in a jail cell. It affects [my] learning
and it affects [focus of] attention.” Sometimes the classroom experiences were marred by
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outdated technology and worn-out furniture. Some of the classrooms, he noted in the interview,
were uninspiring places to think critically and learn new materials.
Some participants, such as Sheena, who chose to pursue their education through an online
learning platform, conceptualized new information best through electronic means. Sheena
commented,
When I decided to pursue school, if I didn’t understand the concepts the way the teacher
showed it, . . . I would be lost. Now there are multiple ways of addressing ways of how
to conceptualize problems. Learning and learning types are so unique to each individual.
. . . [N]ow, you possibly have access to methods that work for you, whereas before, you
were at the mercy of the teacher. The Internet has been a really big assistance, so if I
would come home and wasn’t quite sure how to work out an algebra problem, I went
straight to YouTube. I’d find 10 different people that would give 10 different ways to
conceptualize what I wanted to do and ways to figure it out.
Sheena’s thoughtfulness led her to pursue complementary resources, such as YouTube, as
additional resources to reinforce classroom instruction. As for class delivery methods, Sheena
wished for hybrid classes in her program. Specifically, Sheena explained “[A] lot of driving was
not going to work for me, . . . so I went with an online program. However, I wished I had some
on-campus classes in order to ask questions and get in-person feedback.” Throughout the
interviews, Sheena, similar to many of the other participants, described the lack of human
interaction as being potentially problematic but also noted that attending class far from home was
not an option. Thus, a few participants settled for supplemental online instruction through the
YouTube website.

Identification and Use of Internal
Support Sources
Transitioning into a new context, such as a formal academic environment, requires
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support. In this section, internal supports found at the participating institution are examined.
Some participants noted that they did not seek out any supports during their undergraduate
education at MWU, while others had larger, intricate networks that were comprehensive.

Individual Academic Program Support
Academic programs were an important element in supporting students. Charles thought
that his department provided a great deal of assistance. He further explained:
The people here [in the academic department] are great. I’ve made wonderful
connections with people like [name omitted]; she’s the [position title] and she’s been
great to me. If I have a problem, she provides me with all of the answers. She takes time
to answer all of my questions. If there is something she can’t do or answer, she knows all
the right people to send me to.
The department faculty and chair were the most helpful, as Charles noted in his interview. They
gave him the one-on-one assistance that he was looking for when he initially matriculated into
his program at MWU.
In addition to the department, Charles and other participants in this study mentioned other
services on-campus as beneficial, such as tutoring centers for math and writing. Charles
commented,
I frequent them [tutors at the math tutoring center] for my statistics class. In addition to
that, we have a writing center in the library on the third floor. I can go to them with
writing assistance. They have been very nice and helpful. For anything I have to do with
papers, they will help me. I spend a lot of time there.
For Charles, the additional support mechanisms run largely by the Division of Student Affairs
also proved helpful. He could count on their expertise and assistance to answer academic
questions and university process-related questions that influenced his overall experience at the
university. Other participants agreed on this issue.
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Alex, for example, connected with many faculty members in his academic department.
His professors had been the most helpful to him. He explained,
I talk to my professors all the time. They motivate me a lot to do my best. Professors
have been able to open a lot of doors and make opportunities for us that we might not
have been able to do on our own. They try to make our learning fun and relatable.
Without the support of excellent professors, Alex believed he would have become an attrition
statistic. This was also a similar point that Maria pointed out in her interview and attributed to
her success.
Kathy also noted a professor as one important aspect of internal support structure at the
institution. Specifically, Kathy stated,
[O]ne of my professors is more supportive than most, . . . and she is always there to help
me, . . . and if I have any questions, I can call her and ask for help. She points me to
areas that can help me address my learning problems. I’m happy that I have her and can
count on her as a resource.
For many first-generation adult learners, having strong support networks is important in order for
them to be successful. Kathy found that one of her professors had gone the extra mile to assist
her with whatever she needed. She could call on her professor for guidance for just about any
area of inquiry in which she has a question. Other participants in this study, including Alex,
Janet, Maria, and Ann, also expressed similar sentiments of their professors.
Moreover, regarding internal support among faculty members, Kathy noted a connection
with a science professor and said: “My [discipline-specific] professor is wonderful, and I like
him. He’s very open to me going to his office and he knows me by name. I’m in his office twice
a week because I need it.” The consistent contact she had with her professors helped Kathy
succeed in an otherwise challenging discipline. She counted on their expertise and guidance to
navigate her way through her undergraduate degree program. Most participants agreed with the
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need for internal support, in particular, from professors.
In this respect, Janet explained that her professor’s availability in the department was a
primary source of support and expanded,
Everyone in the [discipline] department is fabulous as far as being willing to help. Even
the graduate students are great. I was looking into getting involved in research for the
next semester. I talked to Dr. [Faculty Name], and I got a lot of information about who is
conducting research in the department, along with their contact information. Everyone in
this department helps out and points you in the right direction. As for Dr. [Faculty
Name], she’s wonderful! It just kind of comes full-circle, with everyone being willing to
actually sit down and prod me for more information, so that I can get to where I need to
go to find the people that can help me most with my questions.
The program Janet chose to matriculate in is considered quite rigorous. The support she has
received from faculty has been helpful and appreciated. During the interview, Kathy also noted
that her program faculty was dedicated and had its own on-boarding system set up so that
professors could serve students in the best ways possible. Students in the program went through
a number of steps to learn about faculty research interests and current projects, the academic
resources the department provides for learners, and the aims of the program curriculum and
connected them with professionals in the field.
Similar to Janet, Maria described faculty support as key to her success. The faculty in her
department had been extremely helpful in identifying resources and providing the
social/emotional support to get her through the program. Specifically, Maria commented,
[T]he professors here are mostly female, so they’re very compassionate. I’ve told them
my story and they’re very supportive. I felt insecure because I never had the
opportunities that other people have had. The professors try to make me feel involved
and push me to do my best.
Professors were the support she needed and they provided her with resources that would make
her even more competitive when she began her new career.
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Chloe noted that she received academic support from faculty and said: “[O]ne professor
told me that it was really refreshing to see that I had manners because he hasn’t had someone like
me that’s very prepared in a long time, . . . and he really appreciated it.” She established a strong
relationship with him and the head of the department. Since cultivating such relationships, the
professor and department chair have been keen to assist her with finding information for
graduate school. She noted that because she could not travel far to pursue her graduate
education, the faculty member and department chair had put her in contact with graduate
programs in the region, so that she could understand clearly what she needed to do in order to be
successful in the next stage of her academic career. This could not have happened without the
support of the faculty in her department, who were willing to coach and guide Chloe throughout
this process.
Participants in this study thought other resources were important and described their
experiences with the writing center as positive and helpful. Regarding the services available to
students through the writing center, Chloe said, “Like most writers, I think a good writer wants
someone to critique their writing. So, I have them critique mine. It’s made me a better writer.”
The writing center was a strong source of support that helped hone her writing skills since she
become a student at the institution. Writing was an important skill that, Chloe noted, would help
her pursue her graduate education. During her interview, she explained that she paid student fees
that supported such resources, and she would benefit by utilizing the services as fully as possible.
The internal support was meaningful to all participants in this study. The majority of the
participants looked forward to their interactions with faculty who had been supportive
throughout their time in their respective undergraduate programs. Sheena, for example,
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commented on her relationship with faculty in her program and said,
I get along great with faculty. I got a kick out of it if they were younger and were
teaching me something. It was nice if they were my age or older, as I could relate that
way as well. I really did enjoy it and feel like they contributed to my success.
I also got the feeling that they really wanted all of their students to succeed. I had a class
with one particular instructor; I’ve had her a few times. She’s a very nice person who
happened to have a wealth of experience but was really happy to---if you were motivated
and actually work---give you the additional time and information you needed to do what
you wanted to do with your career. You can’t get that anywhere else.
Sheena experienced a close connection with her faculty member, which took place in an online
learning environment. Sheena noted that since completing that class, she had kept in contact
with the professor.
As for other participants’ opinions on this issue, Diana believed that building
relationships was the best way to ensure success. Diana reflected,
Communicating with them [department faculty] was not a hard thing to do. I’m part of a
group at the college for our major. The department creates opportunities for faculty and
students to spend time getting to know one another and their research interests. It’s been
very helpful for my success.
Diana experienced much of the same positive attitude and support that others had noted in their
undergraduate programs. During the interview, Diana noted her reliance on them for coaching
and career guidance in the workplace. Overall, the participants had positive experiences with
their program faculty, and these examples provided encouragement and support, as well as
shared their knowledge and expertise in their respective fields. Thus, the information proved
beneficial for participants.
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Navigating University-Wide
Information and Resources
Participants also noted other elements that influenced their transition to undergraduate
education as first-generation adult learners. Another subtheme emerged from the literature,
which focused on how participants navigated university-wide information and resources. Many
had strong opinions about the orientation sessions that were offered to new, incoming students,
as well as scheduling challenges related to engagement with extracurricular activities on campus.
Charles, for example, had challenges locating university resources; however, he noted the need
to be persistent and said,
When I came out here, I thought to myself that this place is huge and there are so many
activities. I came from a school from around 10,000 students to over 15,000 students.
It’s been a challenge [to find resources] my first term here at the university. I didn’t
know where to go to find things. It’s been a challenge finding out where to go to finding
the resources that I needed.
Transitioning to a larger institution such as MWU was overwhelming for Charles, which was
also noted by most of the other participants in this study. Charles explained that even after
attending the orientation session, he still found it quite overwhelming to locate people and
services on campus. Yet he did not give up. He began to ask students, when walking around on
campus, where certain buildings were located. Most of the time, respondents proved helpful for
him. He also noted,
[T]hings are all spread out. Sometimes just knowing about resources, . . . being aware of
things, . . . [it] took some time to understand it. However, [name of building] seems to
have the most centralized information for students that I can find. I spend a lot of time
there.
Even though participants noted an adjustment period for learning where to obtain information
and other resources, many noted the importance of having an accessible, central location where
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new students could find all types of information easily.
Kathy viewed the information and resources available to learners from a different
perspective. Kathy believed that the resources currently available to all learners were geared
toward traditionally aged students and believed that there should be more resources marketed to
adults. She commented,
For those of us transitioning into [the university] or are new adults to the institution that
have more life experiences and responsibilities than the traditional students, the
university should offer communication on the types of resources they have that would be
helpful to us.
Throughout the interview, Kathy thought that having separate orientation sessions for adults
would probably be more beneficial than was the current system in place. She often believed that
many of her younger counterparts were at a quite different place in their lives and the questions
they asked were not relevant to her or other commuting adult learners. Thus, the majority of the
orientation session was not valuable for her.
Janet had a perspective similar to Kathy’s on her experiences navigating university
resources. “Having an orientation for adult learners or people with families or people who are
commuting would be helpful,” she noted. “Take it down a notch so you don’t feel so rushed and
there are not 300 people with you,” she continued. Janet explained,
I just feel like there was so much information that I did not get when I should have.
When I went to the honors building and had to fill out an application, and then had to
decide which class I wanted to take. But they didn’t tell me that I had to take two honors
engagement classes throughout the semester. I didn’t find that out until later on.
The challenge of navigating resources in a new organization was clearly an issue for Janet.
There was so much content to read and understand. Janet concluded,
There is so much information, and there is so much to realize that you have to do. So,
yeah, in the beginning, I really was overwhelmed, especially when I was finding out that
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I had to do all this additional work [program-related tasks/requirements].
Janet echoed Kathy’s sentiments, as well as those of Alex, Maria, Ann, and Don, about the
university offering a separate Open House event for new, commuting adult learners.
As for the university’s Open House event, Janet provided her input and indicated some
frustration by saying,
The Open House . . . had different stations set up, like financial aid, residence halls, and
more---I can’t remember all the departments represented--- . . . there was the military
table, as well as tables that would appeal to traditional students like student groups and
stuff like that. It was just something that you walked through and collected information.
I mean, the financial aid and stuff like that; . . . I read a lot on it, . . . but a lot of the things
[at the orientation] did not apply to me. I didn’t have to come to it, but I chose to because
I wanted to learn more.
Janet noted disappointment in her experiences at the Open House. She noted that the
organization and set-up of the event, coupled with hundreds of people, seemed chaotic. She
continued with a description of her experiences and said,
They [need to offer] two different types of open houses---one for incoming freshmen and
juniors [who transfer], and one for commuters---because there were so many things that
just did not apply to me. I got all of this information, but a lot of it I didn’t need. I feel
like I got to talk to everyone for a couple of minutes and then got moved on. I feel like I
should have gotten more information.
The sense of feeling rushed during a period of acclimation was frustrating for Janet and other
participants, including Charles, Alex, Kathy, Ann, Chloe, and Sheena. Janet, along with Kathy,
wanted to grasp the content and not be rushed through a maze of tables, only to receive limited
information on a certain aspect of the matriculation process and limited contact with key
informants who would be important to know later on in their academic careers.
Regarding the institution’s Open House, Ann had an assortment of experiences
navigating her way through university information and resources and that stood in contrast with
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the experiences of Kathy and Janet. Ann explained,
I know we have a lot of resources here but I’ve just never had the time to check into them
all. I know there are things I want to do [on campus], like volunteer work and outreach
[with academic program], but it’s just not possible for me because of commuting. I know
this is a very tech-friendly school with some online information, but in my experience,
most of the programs on campus require face-to-face interaction.
Ann’s weekly school routine prohibited her from becoming involved deeply in the life of the
university. Yet she did not let the lack of additional involvement outside of the classroom cloud
her university experience. Other participants agreed with Ann and expressed their concern about
not being able to participate fully in the life of the institution due to other responsibilities.
When asked to give an example of her involvement in university life, Ann described a
moment in which she was required to explore a resource on campus, which was linked to the
curriculum requirements of her academic department. Ann commented,
When I was in my [academic discipline] class, there was a requirement to see a [type of
healthcare provider] at the institution. I think that was really the only resource that I’ve
actually used, but it was a requirement for class. I liked talking to the [type of healthcare
provider] about my educational pursuits.
The conversation with the professional allowed Ann to determine how to navigate and balance
all aspects of her work, school, and family life. “It was a way that helped me to think about and
manage stress.” Even though Ann’s appointment with the professional was required for her
class, the outcome led her to understand more about herself and navigating the resources that had
been made available to her in the process.
Similar to other participants in this study, Ann was frustrated that there was not a separate
orientation for adult learners, and said, “One thing [the university should consider] to think about
is a specific orientation for adult learners. Being grouped in with students who are graduating
high school . . . is not very beneficial, especially to me.” Ann, similar to most participants in this
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study, had questions that often were different from what traditionally aged learners were asking
at the same orientation session. Ann reflected,
Some of the questions I would be asking [at the orientation session] were specific to child
care---do they have it? How much does it cost? I also asked questions about online
courses. They [traditionally aged students] don’t ask those kinds of questions.
Ann’s quest for relevance and efficiency can be captured in statements such as the one above.
With limited time, Ann liked to make the most of every hour. This was a sentiment expressed by
several participants, and they noted that something needed to change with the way MWU
approached the orientation and open-house information sessions.
Even though Maria did not live on campus, she mentioned several challenges navigating
university resources, such as lack of clear and direct information, as well as a lack of time to
utilize resources. When discussing her initial visit to the university and the student orientation,
Maria stated, “[The orientation session] was not impactful. I didn’t really learn anything or gain
anything from it. It was not specific to my field or me.” As echoed by other participants, Maria
also believed that her time spent at the orientation session was wasted and impractical.
Chloe had similar experiences transitioning into MWU. As she discussed her knowledge
of the Military and Post-Traditional Office, she noted, “[T]hey [MWU] have a non-traditional
office here, but I’ve never actually ever reached out to them. I feel like I don’t have time to do
it.” During the interview, Chloe explained that she walked by the office a few times but did not
notice many people utilizing the computer lab or lounge area just outside of the office. She
noted that she did not think many people frequented the program. Chloe’s experience, as well as
the experiences of other participants, highlighted the need to address the ways in which the
university published information and resources specifically to adult learners. Chloe stated,
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“There should be more access to understanding how things work.” She discussed further the
possibility of offering a class to help incoming learners grasp the scope of the university and the
resources available. Chloe stated,
I don’t think it’s easy to learn about all of the resources at the university. I had a hard
time trying to connect to the university. It’s very big and everything is spread out all over
the place. I think there should be a class that students can take to know about what is
available to them.
Sheena provided a perspective that was different from that of Charles, Alex, Kathy,
Maria, Ann, and Don regarding how she navigated university information and resources. Sheena
was pursuing a program that was taught entirely online, which made it more difficult for her to
navigate resources when she did utilize a particular office or service on campus. Sheena
commented that the need for an information services office that was easy to locate on campus, as
well as online, would “be a huge thing to have for students.” During her interview, Sheena
believed that something such as that could benefit both online and on-campus learners alike.
Overall, navigating university information and other resources was a challenge for most
participants. Many of them found it difficult to orient themselves to a main office or campus
location in which they could access basic information. Many participants became flustered
during their first year in finding and navigating various offices on campus. Moreover, it was a
challenge for several participants to participate in extracurricular activities as their personal and
professional obligations were many.

Identification and Use of External Support Sources
Identification and the use of external support sources made up another main emerging
theme in this study. External supports focused largely on family and friends, as well as other
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means, including a governmental office and motivational videos. Most participants in this study
noted that such supports enhanced their overall ability to make progress in their degree program.
Thus, such supports helped them to move forward with their academic goals and career
aspirations.
With respect to family support, Kathy, for example, mentioned that she had lacked it
throughout her upbringing and subsequent educational endeavors. Kathy lamented, “I moved
around a lot. As I got older, my family began to break down for a variety of reasons, and I didn’t
have much family support for anything.” Yet it was her friends who finally became her support
in life and, even more so, with her education.
Similar to Kathy, other participants commented on the lack of or limited support from
families who believed that post-secondary education was a pointless endeavor later in life. Don
noted a lack of support from his parents on one occasion. They did not see any value in him
pursuing higher education in his late 40s. Specifically, he recalled a conversation he had with his
retired parents about watching his children for the first (and last) time so he could attend class.
He asked them to watch his children due to a scheduling conflict that arose unexpectedly
between his class schedule and his wife’s work schedule. He noted this particular situation
sparked some negative comments from his parents, who noted that he was “not there [home] a
lot” for his kids. Yet this was the only time he had asked them to watch his children, which was
exaggerated and blown out of proportion by his parents. They tried to use this as leverage to
imply he was not around for his kids. Don noted that this was false.
Despite the lack of family support of some participants, they were still able to find
encouragement and support from other people, especially friends. Kathy noted one person in
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particular who helped her to move forward with her undergraduate aspirations. She said,
I have a best friend who’s well my senior, . . . and I have stayed at his house when times
were rough. It was during those times that he encouraged me to go out and do something
that I wanted to do. He does very well for himself, and he is supportive of everything I
do. He still comes and takes me out to dinner, and we have discussions about my
progress. So my support group has been completely outside of my family.
Kathy thought she would have had greater support from her family than her friends; however,
she was wrong. Her close friend helped her become successful by prompting her to move
forward with formal education. Family, as she initially thought, was supposed to be the most
important support component for any learner, but she noted that she learned the hard way by
having to rely on friends to help her through her transition to undergraduate education. She
described her best friend as being a significant source of support.
Janet noted quite the opposite of Kathy. Janet had relied on her sisters for external
support throughout all phases of her undergraduate education. Janet indicated that she and her
sisters were all currently enrolled in school as first-generation adult learners. “My [one] sister
and I will hopefully have our bachelor’s degrees soon, and I have another sister who is enrolled
in nursing school, . . . so I feel like we’re all doing this together later in life. We provide support
to each other. We’re very lucky.” Janet noted that she relied on her family for emotional and
psychological guidance, especially when it seemed difficult to pursue her program of study.
Not all participants had starkly contrasted feelings about external support. Ann had
mixed feelings concerning her family’s support. When she decided to pursue her education, Ann
paid for her community-college experience out-of-pocket, and when she transitioned to MWU,
she had to apply for financial aid and was introduced to the Free Application for Federal Student
Aid (FAFSA) form. She explained,
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I think things were stacked against me because my mom did not know how to fill out
FAFSA forms or any kinds of scholarship applications. She also did not know about
when to apply for them or when deadlines needed to be met. I just don’t feel like college
was that important because my parents did not attend. So I did everything on my own. I
applied for FAFSA forms on my own and applied for scholarships myself. I applied for
entrance to college myself, too.
Navigating the matriculation process to college was challenging for Ann, as well as Charles,
Alex, Janet, Maria, and Chloe. Similar to Ann, some participants wanted to remain focused and
continued to search for information on all facets of the application process.
Despite the lack of experience Ann’s parents had with college applications and other
protocol, she relied on her mother for personal support several days per week so that she could
attend her classes. As Ann’s husband worked full-time, her mother took time each week to
watch their children, which equated to about 10 hours per week. Ann had to set up her child care
that way so she could attend classes at MWU. Ann realized that her mother provided significant
assistance with childcare, which she did not take for granted. Ann preferred this approach as she
did not want to let others watch her children when she was away at school. Other participants
also noted similar situations they had with their families.
Similar to Ann, Sheena noted indifferent support from her husband. Specifically, Sheena
stated,
I mean, . . . just to be frank here, . . . I don’t really feel like my husband was really
supportive. I’m just saying; . . . he acknowledges the amount of pressure that I’m under;
. . . [discipline] is really hard, and we’re under a lot of pressure, but I don’t feel like
[support] is there.
Thus, Sheena noted frustration due to the lack of support she received.
Other participants received significant support from family. As for external support,
Maria relied primarily on her husband for help and commented,
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I’ve been fortunate in that I haven’t worked because my husband provides for all of us.
In that respect, I’ve been fortunate. However, if I had to work a full-time job, take care
of my family, and pursue school at the same time, . . . that would be difficult. I’ve seen a
lot of girls try it, and it hasn’t worked out for them.
During her interview, Maria noted that she was quite lucky to have her husband’s support. Chloe
noted similar experiences concerning the support she has received from her mother, who
watched her daughter on a regular basis so that Chloe could attend class.
Maria also shared another important point about why she was working hard to complete
her degree as quickly as possible. “My husband came here when he was older. It was like he
was the first in his family to come [from Mexico], . . . so he’s an undocumented immigrant,” she
said. Thus, she needed to take care of basic things, such as getting a lease for an apartment,
credit card applications, and other forms, which required personal information to be provided,
such as naturalization status and social security numbers. She believed that to pursue an
education was the only way for her to help carry her family forward.
As with Maria, Diana also noted that she received significant emotional and
psychological support from her husband.
It’s gone pretty easy for me being an adult learner. I seem to have enough support from
my husband and he always tries to encourage me. I look forward to the future as I finish
this up, . . . and he does, too.
Diana thought she was fortunate to have external support from her husband and commented,
He’s been very supportive; if I need to study for tests or need help being quizzed, he
helps me to the best of his knowledge, . . . and he’s been that way since I decided to begin
my college degree. He tells me, “I’m so proud you’re going this far. I’m glad you’re
getting close to graduation” all the time.
She knew she was fortunate to have a husband mindful of her school obligations. Diana
continued, “He knows that when it’s time for study, he knows to leave the room and give me the
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kitchen table, and I study. He keeps the dogs occupied, too.”
Maria and Diana were able to get support from their husbands, and Chloe also found an
enormous source of support through her family as well. Specifically, she was able to rely on her
mother and grandfather for a variety of assistance. Chloe noted, “My mom was willing to help
me with [watching] my daughter while I attended school.” The assistance provided Chloe with
the time needed to focus on her schoolwork. She explained,
My mom pushed me so hard and gave me the encouraging words that I needed to hear to
get this done and get it done right. For some odd reason, I have been doing very well
here, even when compared to high school. I think when I graduated high school, I had a
1.27 GPA---I don’t even know how I graduated. Now I have a 3.4 GPA. My mom has
pushed me very hard and continues to tell me that I’ve got to do this.
Chloe also indicated that an unexpected source of support came by way of her
grandfather. “My mom told me that my grandfather, who was really wealthy, would pay for my
college if I would just go to school and get a degree. I feel like that was my incentive to go to
school,” she reflected. Chloe realized that not everyone had such support, but she decided that
this was too good to pass up. So she made the choice to pursue her education later in life largely
as a result of this offer.
Overall, some participants experienced significant support from their families. Those
who had positive relationships with their loved ones found it more manageable to transition to
undergraduate education than did those who did not have such a strong relationship with family
members. Such family support manifest itself in a variety of ways, including caring for children,
obtaining financial support, and receiving the emotional and psychological boost needed to
continue on their path of education.
Several participants mentioned their friendships as significant and supportive throughout
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their transition to undergraduate education. Charles, for example, discussed his connection to
external supports, including friends from his local church. Specifically, he found strength and
support through their prayers and believed that such thoughts assisted him in his academic
aspirations. As such, he continued on his spiritual journey and believed it was important that he
give back to the local community. Charles noted, “[S]pirituality keeps me focused and keeps me
going, . . . the church keeps me going. My friends at the church have been great. I also try to
give back to the community whenever I can. In fact, we’re going this Saturday . . . to feed the
homeless at Hope Haven here in [city name].”
As with Charles, Don also found support though his next-door neighbor and friend, an
alumnus of MWU. Don explained,
She not only graduated from here, got her master’s degree, and then did adjunct work
here. Now she continues to work for the university as a speech therapist, so I pick her
brain whenever I can. She’s been a good source of support for me. In fact, before I
registered for my first class, we drove here and she walked the campus with me. She’d
tell me, “This is where you go to get your One card,” “this is where you go for your
books,” “this is where you go for the computer labs,” and it was all very helpful.
Don was able to acclimate himself to MWU based on the rich experiences of his neighbor, who
already had a considerable connection to the institution. The information that Don was able to
glean from his neighbor was not the norm for other participants in this study, yet it was
something he did not take for granted. Overall, for many participants, their friends provided the
external support they needed to transition well into undergraduate education as first-generation
adult learners. None of the participants noted negative experiences among friends.
A few participants found support from other sources, including motivational speakers and
a U.S. government office. Alex, for example, found support for his school aspirations through
other means and discussed his connection with motivational speakers who posted video clips on
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YouTube and his academics. He explained,
I think what changed my life a lot . . . was I used to go listen to motivational speakers on
YouTube. Just motivation in general; . . . I would listen to them religiously. It actually
did change my mindset and the way I think for the better. . . . They kept me going
countless hours while writing [school] papers at four in the morning. I’d watch
motivational videos from Eric Thomas and Wes Brown.
Alex believed that the motivational speakers spoke directly to him through the videos and
commented,
If you struggled with something in life, . . . you’d understand where they were coming
from. If you struggled with writing papers, struggled with family members, struggled
with any other type of challenges in life, . . . just listen to them and . . . you begin to
understand their messages. The videos were a way for me to connect and understand my
purpose.
The motivational videos on YouTube videos provided Alex with the psychological and
emotional support he needed to navigate his way throughout undergraduate education.
Alex’s experience with another external support source, aside from family and friends,
was not uncommon. Although he was the only participant who noted motivational videos as a
source of external support, another participant had a different external support sources that
proved useful. Janet noted her reliance on the people who worked in the local office of the U.S.
Office of Veterans Affairs. She noted a sense of support from the individuals who worked in the
local office for her academic and career aspirations. She stated,
Every time I go to the VA, I hit up several nurses and physicians’ assistants for more
information on jobs and what I can be doing in class to make my chances of getting a job
that much better when I finish my degree. That is my one resource for ensuring that I
know how to apply for a job once I get to where I need to be.
In essence, Janet believed that her success in her academic program was predicated upon the
assistance she received from many key personnel in the local office, who knew the overall
employment landscape of the VA office. She indicated that she kept in contact with such
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individuals on a monthly basis.
The major themes contained in this chapter underscore the transition experiences that
prompt first-generation adult learners to pursue undergraduate education, as well as the supports
that help or hinder them in moving through undergraduate education. Overall, participants
perceived support from either family or friends. About half of the participants noted they
received support from their family, which was received primarily through a spouse or a parent.
The type of support received ranged from emotional support to childcare support, to financial
support. The other half of participants received support through their friends, which provided
encouragement and stability throughout their education. Despite the challenges they
encountered, they made the choice to pursue their education later in life as first-generation adult
learners. Research and practice-based recommendations are given in the following chapter.

CHAPTER 6
DISCUSSION

Research findings in Chapter 5 called attention to how first-generation adult learners
transitioned to undergraduate education at MWU, a research-focused, post-secondary institution.
Participants provided perspectives and vantage points about their individual transition
experiences, the reasons for their choice to matriculate in undergraduate education later in life,
institutional support sources they used, and external support sources that assisted them in their
overall transition to MWU, and subsequent successes. This chapter provides an overview of the
study, a discussion of the research findings in relation to the literature reviewed in Chapter 2, and
implications for practice in formal, post-secondary education. The chapter closes with
recommendations for future research.

Overview of Research
An overview of the study is presented in order to understand the ways in which the
research findings relate to the guiding research questions. The conceptual framework for this
study was based on Schlossberg’s (1984) transition theory, which uses the 4S Model to
understand how adult learners made meaning of and responded to their transition experiences to
undergraduate education. Although the literature presented information on adults as learners in
formal learning contexts (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Horn, 1998; Jacoby, 2000; Terrell, 1990; U.S.
Department of Labor, 2007), the characteristics and challenges adult learners face in formal
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education (Choy, 2002; Cross, 1981; Hardin, 2008; Soares, 2013), and specifics of firstgeneration learners (Engle et al., 2006; Pascarella et al., 2004; Institute for Higher Education
Policy, 2012; Ishitani, 2003; Kasworm, 2003; London, 1989), few have addressed the transition
experiences of students who have been dually classified as both first-generation and adult.
The need for this study grew out of a concern that, as separate groups, the numbers of
first-generation and adult learners have been growing consistently over the last few decades
(Donaldson & Townsend, 2007; Institute for Higher Education Policy, 2012; USDOE, NCES,
2011). However, understanding the transition experiences of the student population that is
dually classified as first-generation and adult has been under-researched. As such, the researcher
sought to answer the following three research questions:
1.

How do first-generation adult learners describe their transition experiences into an
undergraduate degree program?

2.

What institutional supports do first-generation adult learners seek out during their
transition to undergraduate education?

3.

What external supports do first-generation adult learners seek out during their
transition to undergraduate education?

After the data was analyzed, the researcher was able to identify four major themes and
associated subthemes based on the rich, thick descriptions presented by the 10 participants.
Many participants in this study decided to pursue their undergraduate education later in life due
to a variety of factors, including starting a family, experienced significant loss, inability to
continue job due to mundane or laborious work environments, and other situations or a
combination of these mentioned. They all believed that formal, postsecondary education was the
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mean by which to exit their difficult situations and start anew; however, none of them noted an
easy path to their education.
The first major theme that emerged addressed the first research question by describing,
through input from the participants, their transitions into formal, undergraduate education later in
life as first-generation, adult learners as the result of life events and disruptions. Three
subthemes emanated from this theme, including (1) relationship and family-related events, (2)
self-awareness through personal discovery, and (3) dismal job outlook.
The second major theme that emerged also addressed the first research question,
regarding the participants’ descriptions of their experience of their transition to undergraduate
education. Three subthemes resulted from this theme, including (1) feelings of anxiety and selfdoubt, (2) comparisons between themselves and traditionally aged learners, and (3)
understanding of and preferences for their own teaching and learning needs.
A third major theme was identified on the ways in which participants selected and used
institutional support sources. This major theme answered the second research question guiding
this investigation. Within this major theme, two subthemes surfaced, including (1) individual
academic program support and (2) navigating university information and resources.
In addition, a fourth major theme emerged to answer the third research question,
regarding the identification and use of external support sources. Participants described family
and friends, as well as other elements, such as motivational videos, as the main external sources
of support that assisted them in their academic journey. The four major themes and subthemes
indicated above are discussed below in connection to the literature review.
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Discussion

Life Events and Disruptions as
the Catalyst for Change
When adults consider pursuing college for the first time later in life as a first-generation
learner, they are usually challenged with a barrage of issues that they must navigate in order to
earn their degrees successfully (Choy, 2002; Compton et al., 2006; O’Donnell & Tobbell, 2007).
Many of the first-generation adult learners in this study chose to pursue formal, higher education
after they experienced significant life issues, including, as indicated in the literature also, divorce
(Brown, 2002; Compton et al., 2006; Kasworm, 2008) and single parenting (Brown, 2002; Choy,
2002; Keller, 2001; Wickrama et al., 2006). Also congruent with the literature, other participants
noted challenges finding suitable employment due to a lack of a suitable skill set (Dobbs, 2004),
as well as the inability to continue in their current job because of significant physical labor
demands (International Monetary Fund, 2012).
Furthermore, all participants in this study had personal and professional experiences that
were not optimal and that led them to make significant changes in their lives. Participants stated
that they did not have the knowledge, skill set, or employment opportunities that allowed them to
lead the life they wanted to lead; thus, higher education was the option they pursued to create
meaningful change in their lives. Research studies in this matter have found that learners were
not adequately prepared with the skills necessary to succeed in the workforce or that they found
themselves in jobs that did not lead to stable or fulfilling employment opportunities (Illowsky,
2008; Woodham, 1998). As such, findings in this study agreed with the literature that
participants were seeking more for themselves and their families.
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Navigating Transition Through
Undergraduate Education
Participants in this study noted specific ways in which they transitioned into
undergraduate education at MWU. Most participants noted the feeling of anxiety and self-doubt
experienced during their transition phase. Specifically, participants believed that they were not
capable of doing college-level work and had doubts about entering a new learning environment
with learners who were much younger than they were. There was a sense of awkwardness for a
few participants as they were old enough to be parents to their peers in class.
Participants also noted regular comparisons between themselves and traditionally aged
learners in the classroom. This was quite common among most participants as they believed that
generational differences were quite different between themselves and younger, traditionally aged
learners. The majority of participants were able to acclimate to the classroom setting after
extended time, but others wanted to focus on finishing their academics so that they would not
have to think about the comparisons anymore.
Finally, participants noted that navigating undergraduate education included
understanding their preferences for teaching and learning. Two of the participants were enrolled
in online-focused programs, and the remaining participants were enrolled in traditional,
classroom-based on-campus degree programs. Students in traditional programs overwhelmingly
noted a dislike for online learning or an unwillingness to use online learning platforms to pursue
their undergraduate education. Although online learning is a flexible means for pursuing an
undergraduate education, most participants in this study provided responses that were contrary to
published research (Hughes, 2004; Jaggers, 2011).
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Selecting and Using Institutional
Support Sources
Four students in this study noted that they were enrolled in academic programs that
required them to work with faculty advisors. The four students who worked with faculty
advisors noted great satisfaction in their academic experiences and transition to undergraduate
education. Specifically, they noted that working directly with the faculty advisors allowed them
to become quickly acquainted with program requirements, as well as learner expectations. In
turn, the other students who did not work directly with faculty advisors noted they had to seek
advice from individuals in other offices to navigate their way through the university system and
their academic programs.

Selecting and Using External Support Sources
All research participants noted seeking out some form of external support. For most,
family and friends were described as support sources. Specifically, spouses and children were
primary support sources for research participants when they needed advice or a break from the
stress of transitioning to undergraduate education. All participants sought out at least one person
to rely upon for emotional support as it related to their academic pursuits. Aside from family and
friends, one participant noted inspirational videos as an external support source. The participant
noted that such videos were highly accessible at any time of the day and provided comfort when
dealing with challenging issues in school.
After data analysis was conducted, the researcher noticed that throughout all of the
stories, the idea of resilience began to surface. Research participants noted a significant
experience or moment in their life that prompted them to make a drastic change. The challenges
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that participants encountered ultimately tested their resolve to move forward and engage in the
transition process. By doing so, research participants walked through each phase of the 4S
model and determined ways in which to move to the next step of the process. This provided an
opportunity to grow and develop.

Recommendations
Research has already documented the benefits of a formal, post-secondary education for
adult learners and first-generation learners (Institute for Higher Education Policy, 2005; Perna,
2005). As first-generation adult learners matriculate in formal, post-secondary education in
greater numbers (USDOE, NCES, 2011), institutions need to continue to think about ways in
which they address the academic supports for this student demographic. This investigation of
the transition experiences of first-generation adult learners to undergraduate education can be
seen as a snapshot of vantage points that can promote greater understanding and foster enhanced
improvements in academic environments for first-generation adult learners. Thus, several
examples of future research and practice are presented below.
Many of the participants noted concern for the way in which orientation sessions were
carried out at the institution. Many believed that they were not receiving specific information or
the time necessary to speak with key informants to understand all of the facets of their transition
to the institution. As this investigation was a qualitative case study comprised of a particular
student demographic pursuing formal education at one institution, other forms of research must
still be conducted in the future. Future research may include a quantitative study that focuses on
the influences and factors leading first-generation adult learners to seek out particular types of
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internal and/or external support. The results from this type of study can be used to enhance
program-specific and student affairs-related counseling services for future first-generation adult
learners.
Although resource heavy, another potential area of research stemming from this study
could focus on conducting a longitudinal study tracking the employment trajectories and
professional choices made by first-generation adult learner graduates after graduating from the
institution. Although this approach may be more evaluative in nature, such research can
illustrate whether graduates’ expectations for their future were on target with their initial ideas of
success when they first matriculated to the institution to pursue their undergraduate education.
Thus, a pre-test (during first semester) and post-test (one to three years after graduation) could
provide useful insight for administrators and faculty who support this student demographic
internally.
In this study, some participants noted important connections with other students or
individuals who helped them acclimate more fully to the university community. Future practice
considerations may include expanding a less familiar transition-like program currently in
operation at the institution. This program, as noted by Don, worked to alleviate anxiety for
incoming students by pairing them with other students who can help on-board them to the
services and culture at the institution. This can be a great way to ease the anxiety level for future
first-generation adult learners who choose to matriculate in formal education contexts.

Final Thoughts
The results of this case study that focused on the transition experiences of first-generation
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adult learners to undergraduate education provides confirming evidence for understanding the
ways in which the students in this demographic navigate their way through formal, postsecondary education. This study prods researchers and practitioners to continue to seek new
ways to think about support and, ultimately, success. The data garnered from this study should
help institutions of higher education to provide supports that are specific and appropriate for the
population studied as they may differ from those supports that are offered to traditionally aged
learners.
Continued qualitative research on transition experiences, combined with quantitative
research focused on the influences that lead such learners to pursue particular supports, can be
instrumental in helping institutions of higher education to address the needs and overall success
of this student demographic in the future.
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